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ABSTRACT 
 
Due to accountability measures put in place by No Child Left Behind (NCLB), many schools 
identified as failing by the legislation are implementing reform efforts. This qualitative case 
study examined the initiatives one school put in place in order to remove themselves from the 
NCLB list of failing schools. Additionally, this case study sought to discover evidence of the 
components of capacity building in one elementary school, Cottonwood Elementary in East 
Tennessee. The theoretical framework of the study is based on the five components of capacity 
building as defined by Newman, King, and Youngs (2000). The five components defined by the 
authors are: teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions; program coherence; professional 
community; technical resources; and leadership. Data were collected using interviews, 
observations and documents. The findings related to the first research question posed in this 
study were examined through four initiatives created by the administration in an attempt to 
remove the school from the NCLB list. The administrative team and faculty at Cottonwood 
Elementary chose to focus on: behavior and the structure of the building, attendance, literacy 
through professional development, and on data and accountability. Additionally, evidence of 
each component of capacity building as defined by Newman et al. (2000) can be found at 
Cottonwood Elementary. After the data were analyzed an additional component of capacity 
building, internal accountability as defined by Elmore (2007) was found to exist. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Chapter Introduction 
Today the education profession is caught up in the latest wave of reform known as the 
standards movement.  Seen as the remedy for the past failures of excellence and restructuring 
programs, the standards movement focuses on each child’s journey towards academic success 
(Fuhrman, 2003).  This emphasis on accountability has schools rushing to make sure all 
instructional decisions are aligned with state standards.  Focusing on improving student success 
on statewide-standardized tests is a reaction to meeting the federal standards as dictated by the 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. NCLB is not the first wave of legislation to be 
passed and, in fact, is one of many legislative mandates concerning education. 
In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was passed into law.  According 
to Marshall and Pepin (2005), Title I of this act sought to equalize educational opportunities for 
lower income children.  Flashing forward to the1990s, there was a shift in quality goals with the 
Goals 2000: Educate America Act.  However, disagreements over what standards would be 
implemented, who would measure the progress of the states, and ultimately who was in control 
over the policy led to the failure of the legislation.  Due to differences of opinion among the 
many policy advisors, the law was never fully funded or supported.  As Marshall and Pepin 
stated:  
Ultimately, Democrats and Republicans could not agree on how to interpret the 
standards for the states, did not fully fund the program, and subsequently eliminated it in 
2000.  Goals 2000 took its place in a long line of under-funded federal education 
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initiatives that demanded change without the resources necessary to accomplish such 
change. (p. 190) 
Picking up where many initiatives have left off, is the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB). The law, signed into effect on January 8, 2002, is a federal law aimed at increasing the 
accountability of schools in order to increase the academic performance of all students.  This 
law specifically targets schools labeled as Title 1 schools. Students are tested annually and the 
schools are held accountable for the results.  If schools or districts do not meet adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) as defined by their state, they risk several consequences.  However, NCLB is 
unique.  Marshall and Pepin (2005) noted, “although NCLBA is listed as a policy aimed at 
improving quality, it also attempts to encompass equity, excellence and choice goals” (p. 191). 
NCLB legislation is based on four pillars.  These pillars include stronger accountability for 
results, more freedom for states and communities, proven education methods, and more choices 
for parents (U.S. Department of Education, 2004b).  
Due to the increase in awareness regarding data analyses and standardized testing, along 
with the accountability measures in place, schools are responsible for ensuring the academic 
success of all students.  In failing schools, traditionally lower income schools, the fight to 
successfully avoid the NCLB target list is fierce and is the impetus for many schools to 
implement new programs in hopes of raising test scores.  The change process is not an easy one 
and is not without hardship.   
Newmann, King, and Youngs (2000) and Fullan (2007) described an essential 
component of the change process called capacity building.  Capacity building, or school 
capacity, affects instructional quality and professional development.  Fullan defined school 
capacity as consisting of the “collective effectiveness of the whole staff working together to 
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improve student learning for all” (p. 164). The five interrelated components of capacity building 
as identified by Newmann et al. include, 
• Teacher knowledge, skills and dispositions; 
• Professional community; 
• Program coherence; 
• Technical resources; and 
• Principal leadership 
Teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions include the instructional practices and pedagogy of 
staff working with students. Professional community relates to the organizational development 
of the school and staff.  Program coherence concerns the coordination of the schools’ activities 
and programs, while technical resources are the necessities of a school to work towards 
instructional improvement. Last, principal leadership is important as it ties the previous four 
components together (Newmann et al.). Figure 1 illustrates the factors influencing school 
capacity and student achievement. 
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Figure 1. Factors influencing school capacity and student achievement. 
Modified from “Professional Development That Addresses School Capacity” by F. Newmann, 
M. King, and P. Youngs, 2000, American Journal of Education, 108, p. 262. Copyright 2000 by 
the University of Chicago Press. 
Student Achievement 
Instructional Quality 
 
Curriculum, Instruction, Assessment 
School Capacity 
 
 
 
    
        T                                     
Teachers’ 
Knowledge, Skills, 
Dispositions 
Professional 
Community 
Technical Resources Program Coherence 
Principal Leadership 
Policies and Programs 
By 
School, District, State, Independent Organization 
On 
 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Curriculum and Assessment Standards 
Teacher Certification, Hiring Promotion 
Special Instructional Programs, Incentives for Innovation 
School Size, Assignment of Students 
School Governance Procedures 
 5 
Statement of the Problem 
Within the educational profession there have been many waves of reform designed to 
address issues affecting the overall system.  Presently, educational professionals find themselves 
in the middle of the standards movement, where each instructional decision made is related to 
aligning the content to standards in order to demonstrate student improvement on standardized 
tests.  Due to this push of accountability, and the implementation of NCLB legislation, various 
reform initiatives designed to bring about change in failing schools are being implemented in 
hopes of strengthening instructional quality and raising student achievement. Capacity building, 
or the effort to increase school capacity, is one such effort. In order for the change process and 
initiatives to be successful, the individuals, or stakeholders, of the schools must believe they can 
make a difference and that they have the tools to be successful change agents.  Capacity 
building, as defined by Fullan (2007), is “the policy, strategy, or action taken that increases the 
collective efficacy of a group to improve student learning through new knowledge, enhanced 
resources, and greater motivation on the part of people working individually and together” (p. 
58).    
A problem in education today is schools are so focused on the implementation of 
change; little attention is given to preparing staffs to be successful agents of change in order to 
increase student achievement. The concept of capacity building seeks to enhance the collective 
efficacy of a group and close the learning gap for students (Fullan, 2006). Schools must take 
time and be invested in reform initiatives at the building level. According to Fullan (2007), 
school capacity affects instructional quality and student achievement in a positive way.  
Therefore, schools must take the time and energy to build capacity among the staff. 
Unfortunately, many schools do not build capacity before or during change initiatives.  
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Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative, single site, case study was to explore capacity building 
as an essential element of effective and successful school reform. This study looked at the 
reform research, specifically, capacity building and how it contributed to successful school 
reform, thus leading to an increase in student achievement. This qualitative study was of a Title 
1 school once targeted on the NCLB list for poor performing schools.   
Cottonwood Elementary, a school in East Tennessee, responded to the legislative 
requirements mandated by NCLB and has been removed from the NCLB school improvement 
list. In addition, this school has remained in good standing for three consecutive years. This 
study sought to examine what steps Cottonwood Elementary School took in order to improve 
the instructional quality of the staff and raise student achievement. This study also looked for 
evidence of the components of capacity building as defined by Newmann et al. (2000) present at 
Cottonwood Elementary School.  Though there is a growing body of research on capacity 
building and its importance when examining school reform, there is much to be added regarding 
how elementary principals go about building capacity in order to achieve increased student 
achievement.  As Fullan (2001) stated,  
We have an increasingly clear idea of what is required at the building level to achieve 
greater implementation that positively affects student learning.  We need to have more 
case studies of what this looks like at the building level.  More than that, however, we 
need strategies that will increase the number of schools engaged in successful reform 
strategies. (p. 7) 
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Research Questions 
This case study examined capacity building as an essential element of effective and 
successful school reform. The central idea of this study was to examine how a school 
demonstrated improvement and was removed from the No Child Left Behind target list. The 
study aimed to look at a school that has implemented reform and achieved success as defined by 
NCLB.  Specifically, this study examined practices designed to improve the academic 
performance of students. This study sought to answer the following questions:  
(1) What initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the 
school from the NCLB school improvement list? 
(2) What evidence of the components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann et 
al. (2000), can be found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
These components include: 
a) Teachers’ knowledge, skills and dispositions; 
b) Professional community; 
c) Program coherence; 
d) Technical resources; and 
e) Principal leadership  
Definition of Terms 
 In order to understand the concepts presented in this study, the term capacity building 
has been defined.  
Capacity Building: Throughout this study capacity building, or increasing school capacity, is 
defined using the work of Fullan (2007) and Newmann et al. (2000).  Fullan defined capacity 
building as, “the policy, strategy, or action taken that increases the collective efficacy of a group 
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to improve student learning through new knowledge, enhanced resources, and greater 
motivation on the part of people working individually and together” (p. 58).   Additionally, 
Newmann et al. defined school capacity as “the collective power of the full staff to improve 
student achievement school-wide” (p. 261).  These two sets of authors agree on five 
components or factors influencing a staff’s ability to increase school capacity.  These 
components are: teacher knowledge, skill and disposition, professional communities, program 
coherence, technical resources, and leadership. 
Delimitations 
 This study was delimited to one urban elementary school. A single site, qualitative case 
study design was used.  Only teachers, staff, and administrators were interviewed and observed 
while examining the five components of capacity building.  The decision not to include parents, 
community leaders, and students in the study came from the need to focus on the school’s 
reform efforts as implemented by the administrators, teachers, and staff of Cottonwood 
Elementary. Also, the study was delimited by its location.  The school studied was located in 
East Tennessee. 
Limitations 
 There are factors that limited this study.  Though a case study design is an “intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (Merriam, 
1998, p. 27), there are limitations associated with the design.  Merriam listed the following 
limitations of a case study design: reliability, validity, and generalizability and subjectivity of 
the researcher.  According to Merriam, external validity, or generalizability, is concerned with 
the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations. Researchers 
using a case study model must “persuade consumers of their trustworthiness” (Merriam, p. 199). 
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Additionally, when examining the subjectivity of the researcher Merriam warned, “Both the 
readers of case studies and the authors themselves need to be aware of biases that can affect the 
final product” (p. 43). In addition, the school chosen is a school in an East Tennessee school 
system.  Throughout the data collection process I was employed in East Tennessee as an 
assistant principal.  This has the potential for bias, which as mentioned earlier, is a limitation of 
the case study design (Merriam, 1998). 
Significance of the Study 
There is an abundance of research on the history of school reform, types of reform 
initiatives, and the change process.  With increasing numbers of schools failing to meet NCLB 
requirements, successful change initiatives designed to increase student achievement are 
extremely popular and necessary. States are raising standards, as well as the scores needed to be 
proficient on state standardized tests.  These decisions will place an increasing number of 
schools on the NCLB list.  Studies that provide insight into the journeys of other schools once 
on the NCLB list and subsequently able to make gains in student achievement are invaluable.  
Such schools can share their experiences, reform efforts, and initiatives to help increase student 
achievement. 
As evidenced by the many waves of school reform in the past, educators are still 
searching for a way to succeed at increasing student learning.  Capacity building is one strategy, 
which is focused on how to assist schools and organizations in promoting student success. 
Cosner (2009) stated, “This accountability for improved achievement has elevated school 
reform to central work within the life of schools, work that depends on school capacity” (p. 
248).  The idea that schools can build their own capacity to increase the instructional quality of 
their staff, which then leads to an increase in student achievement, makes this a relevant and 
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important topic. This study is significant because it sought to examine a Title 1 school that was 
successful at implementing its reform efforts.  This study will contribute to the research on 
capacity building by examining the labors of Cottonwood Elementary School and their use of 
the five components of capacity building as defined by Newmann et al. (2000).  If one 
successful school’s efforts can be examined and defined, hopefully a stronger knowledge base 
can be built for others.  
Although there is research available on the individual components of capacity building, 
research focusing on all five components is not common. The majority of empirical research is 
from case studies or mixed methods research whose focus is on one or more components of 
capacity building. A gap in the literature occurs in the availability of case studies focusing on all 
five components of capacity building. 
Organization of the Study 
 Chapter 1 provided a brief history of the legislation that has led to the current state of 
accountability education.  Next, capacity building was defined using the research of Fullan 
(2007) and Newmann et al. (2000).  The five components of capacity building used in this study 
include (a) teachers’ knowledge, skills and dispositions; (b) professional community; (c) 
program coherence; (d) technical resources; and (e) leadership (Newmann et al.).  Additionally 
in the chapter, the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, research questions, definition 
of terms, delimitations, limitations, and significance of the study were addressed. 
Chapter 2 discusses the construct of capacity building and its five components as defined 
by Newman et al. (2000).  It begins with a discussion of the history of educational reform in our 
country.  More specifically, the three waves of reform beginning with the excellence movement, 
then the restructuring movement, and last the standards movement are covered.  Next, the idea 
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of capacity building is explored and examined.  A specific focus is placed on the five 
components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann et al. Additionally, various forms of 
empirical research examining the components of capacity building are summarized.  Last, 
capacity building is examined as the theoretical framework of the study. 
Chapter 3 describes the research methods and designs of the study. In this chapter the 
rationale for using a case study design is given and there is a discussion concerning the 
qualitative design of the study. The role of the researcher, participants and site is discussed. 
Data collection methods, specifically, documents, interviews, and observations are examined. 
Procedures for data analysis, as well as verification methods, are also included in this chapter. 
Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the data and answers the first research question: What 
initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the school from the 
NCLB school improvement list? An in-depth discussion of the efforts implemented by 
Cottonwood Elementary will be discussed. The chapter will present the findings and 
summarization of the data.   
Chapter 5 presents an analysis of the data and answers the second research question: (2) 
What evidence of the components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann et al. (2000), 
can be found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  Throughout this chapter is a discussion of the 
daily activities, procedures, and culture of the school. Additionally, the five components of 
capacity building are discussed in terms of these daily activities. 
Chapter 6 concludes the study with a discussion of how the findings support and extend 
the current research on the components of capacity building. Recommendations for future 
studies will be presented in the chapter. Additionally, the final chapter offers suggestions for 
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administrators going through reform efforts. Lastly, Chapter 6 concludes with the researcher’s 
thoughts and reflections. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Chapter Introduction 
In order to better understand the relevance of capacity building in education today 
previous reform efforts must be reviewed. The literature reviewed in this chapter will focus on 
the history of school reform, including the three waves of reform: the excellence movement, the 
restructuring movement, and the standards movement. Next, the current wave of reform, known 
as the standards movement, which has influenced many schools and administrators to 
implement various change initiatives and reform efforts, specifically, capacity building will be 
explored. Throughout the review of literature, previous studies focused on the concept of 
capacity building will be closely examined.  The construct of capacity building will function as 
the theoretical framework for this study and each component of capacity building will be 
addressed. 
The purpose of this qualitative, single site, case study is to explore capacity building as 
an essential element of effective and successful school reform. This study looks at the reform 
research, specifically, capacity building and how it contributes to successful school reform, 
which leads to an increase in student achievement. Also examined will be capacity building as 
an essential element of the reform process. Specifically, a school that has implemented reform 
and found success as defined by No Child Left Behind will be evaluated.  The guiding question 
through the research process is, exactly what did the school in question do to improve the 
academic performance of its students?  This study sought to answer the following questions:  
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(1) What initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the 
school from the NCLB school improvement list? 
 (2) What evidence of the components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann et 
al., (2000) can be found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
 The majority of the research used in this study was theoretical.  The focus of the 
research either examined the concept of capacity building or looked at one of its components 
exclusively.  However, some empirical studies were used. One such example, Borko, Wolf, 
Simone, and Uchiyama’s (2003) study of two elementary schools in the state of Washington 
closely examines the reform efforts of two schools through each of the five components of 
capacity building. The remaining empirical studies cited in this review of literature concentrate 
on one or a few components, but not all five.  The studies are discussed throughout the review 
of literature.   
The research was obtained by electronic searches using Google Scholar, ERIC and 
Education Full Text databases for online articles. Additionally, databases were used to identify 
books on the subject of capacity building or one of the components.  Additionally, resources 
were found searching on the University of Tennessee’s library website through e-journals and 
periodical searches. 
Educational Reform 
History of Reform in the United States 
Fuhrman (2003) described past reform movements as waves, while Bunting (1999) 
described the movements as pendulums swinging back and forth. To those in education, they 
are simply various efforts to reform the education system in our country. Though the political 
climate may have changed with each new wave, the intent has remained the same: to provide 
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the best education for our nation’s children. Before discussing the specific waves of reform, it is 
necessary to understand the impact several historic events have had on education. The launch of 
Sputnik (1957), the Brown v. Board of Education legislation (1954), the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, the publication of the Coleman Report The Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966), 
the passing of the Elementary Education and Secondary Act of 1965, and finally the release of A 
Nation at Risk (1983) are all events which ultimately led to the first wave of reform known as 
the excellence movement. 
In 1957, the Russians launched the spacecraft Sputnik and overnight the political and 
educational systems in our country were changed. Setting in motion the National Defense 
Education Act (NDEA), the launch of Sputnik caused the United States to believe they had lost 
their scientific and technological lead over the rest of the world (Fuhrman, 2003; Urban & 
Waggoner, 2000). The Cold War fears resumed and the “brain race” was on with the Soviets in 
the lead. With the passage of NDEA in 1958, public education saw an increase in assistance to 
colleges in the form of loans and scholarships, and financial aid to states to improve in science, 
math, technology, foreign language, counseling and guidance services (Urban & Waggoner).  
Also affecting the social, political, and educational climate in 1954 was the court 
decision from Brown v. Board of Education. Stating the court’s intentions in no uncertain terms, 
Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote, “We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine 
of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal” 
(Urban & Waggoner, 2000, p. 299).  Regarding the educational and political impact, Urban and 
Waggoner stated, “It may have been one of the few occasions in our history when an 
educational policy was the catalyst for the substantial changes in social relations and policies 
outside the schools” (pp. 288-289). This decision mandated integration within the public school 
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system, forever changing the face of education. This type of political shifting eventually led to 
the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  
The launch of Sputnik had forced the nation to focus on math, science, and technology. 
With the passage of the Civil Rights Act, education began to look at the impact on the Civil 
Rights Movement (Bunting, 1999). Diane Ravitch (cited in Bunting, 1999) stated, “Society was 
clearly in the throes of a moral crisis that could not be resolved through a more rigorous, more 
demanding math and science curriculum” (p. 213). Essentially, what was taught was no longer 
as important as who was taught (Bunting, 1999). With the publication of the James Coleman 
and colleagues’ report in 1966, The Equality of Educational Opportunity, a look at the lack of 
educational opportunities for students of poverty was brought to the forefront (Urban & 
Waggoner, 2000). With the spotlight on the issue of poverty, questioning the effects of 
economic class, race, and school achievement became important in education.  
With the emphasis on equity came what some call the “single most influential piece of 
educational legislation in American history” (Urban & Waggoner, 2000, p. 328). The 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was a response to the serious issue of 
children living in poverty and the effects this had on education in our country. Children in 
poverty, were the emphasis as Title 1 programs brought awareness to the war on poverty and its 
impact on education.  
Excellence Movement (Top Down) 
The reform focus turned again with the release of the 1983 publication, A Nation at Risk 
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, [NCEE] 1983). Urban and Waggoner 
(2000) described this publication as an effort to convince the public that the United States was 
in the midst of a national crisis. The report challenged the country’s lack of progress in 
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educational reform by clearly stating that other nations were outperforming U.S. students, U.S. 
students had lower test scores, and there was an increasing dropout rate in the country. (Elmore, 
2003; Fuhrman, 2003; Urban & Waggoner). This report began a national discussion regarding 
the future of the US educational system (Borek, 2008). 
The battle cry of the excellence supporters was to get back to basics and traditional 
disciplines. A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) caused many in the business world to sit up and take 
notice as they became worried there would not be enough trained employees for the work force 
which would lead to a weakened economy. An emphasis was placed on preparing our students 
to compete in the international job market, all in an effort to reduce the “rising tide of 
mediocrity” (Fuhrman, 2003, p. 8). Additionally, according to Hunt (2008), businesses were 
involved in influencing state legislatures, who in turn influenced public schools to use a more 
business-minded approach to reform and managing schools.  
There are several standards the excellence movement sought to implement. Raising 
academic standards for teachers and students is the most prevalent theme of the excellence 
movement. Additionally, in an effort to reduce the trend of poor performing schools and 
unqualified students, the excellence movement sought to actualize a variety of measures aimed 
at reversing the trends of decline. Additional measures put into action during this wave of 
reform included emphasizing student assessments, increasing graduation rates, a longer school 
year, and stricter requirements for teacher certification (Bunting, 1999; Fuhrman, 2003; Hunt, 
2008). 
 In an effort to address how schools had reached this point of failure, A Nation at Risk 
(NCEE, 1983) specified a number of degradations that had occurred. Richard Elmore (2003) 
stated the central problem was defined, “as low expectations for academic work in schools, 
 18 
weak preparation for teachers in academic content, and insufficient time on academic work in 
schools” (p. 25). Educators were assumed to be part of the problem, and not necessarily the 
professionals needed to help solve the problematic issues identified in education. In fact, Elmore 
stated, “Throughout the entire post-Nation at Risk period, education reform was largely done to, 
rather than done with, educational professionals” (p. 27).  
Restructuring Movement (Bottom-Up) 
The restructuring movement, also known as reform from the bottom-up, evolved in the 
late 1980s. Characteristics of this reform movement included collaborative planning time, 
longer classes, and site-based management (Fuhrman, 2003, p. 9). The majority of the 
restructuring took place at the district level (Hunt, 2008). District administrations sought to 
empower school level administrators through the concept of site-based management. 
 When comparing the restructuring movement to the excellence movement, Hunt (2008) 
said, “Unlike the excellence movement, the restructuring movement was encouraged and 
promoted by educators and their professional associations. This was the golden age of site-
based management and the flattening of organizations” (p. 582). School boards and 
superintendents were asked to release control to school-level administrators and teachers. 
Teachers were encouraged to try new teaching strategies and pedagogy in this era of creativity.  
Professional learning transformed into “instructionally related approaches to improving 
classroom learning” (Hunt, p. 582).  Specifically, educators were asking: How can we best 
engage students?    
Teachers were at the core of this change process (Bunting, 1999).  Similarly, Hunt 
(2008) reported that teachers were asked to contribute their expertise to the reform efforts.  
Viewed as professionals, teachers and administrators were given the autonomy to make the day-
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to-day decisions regarding their staff, students, and buildings.  Teachers were asked to 
contribute ideas and sit on teams put together for the purpose of designing curriculum aimed at 
showcasing creativity and engaging students.  Additionally, Bunting stated, “Today’s reform 
centered on restructuring, underscores that decisions about education belong to everyone, 
especially to those front liners who day after day are expected to make things work in schools” 
(p. 215).  Fuhrman (2003) stated,  
Neither the excellence nor the restructuring movement produced the results their 
proponents desired.  Student performance remained relatively flat.  Researchers found 
that excellence reforms frequently led to superficial change; for example, more math and 
science courses were offered in the wake of higher graduation requirements, but the 
courses were often remedial. (p. 9) 
Standards Movement 
Today the world of education finds itself right in the middle of a third wave of reform 
called the standards movement.  Fuhrman (2003) described this movement as the one that 
connects the excellence and restructuring movements.  This wave of reform is seen as the 
remedy to all the previous failures of the earlier reform efforts.  Hunt (2008) described this 
movement by saying,  
It has shifted public focus, sometimes with laser-like intensity, to the building level.  It 
has redirected attention from the activities of teachers to the achievement of students.  
Rather than emphasizing the results of mandates such as course requirements and 
teacher certification standards, the movement has focused on how well individual 
students and groups of students are able to perform academically. (p. 583) 
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The focus of the standards movement is on student achievement and performance, and 
this is almost always measured by a standardized state assessment.  Using data, administrators 
and teachers work together to address the individual needs of each student (Hunt, 2008). 
Integrated into all the state assessments used to measure and evaluate student progress are state 
standards.  This movement has increased the emphasis on school improvement planning as well 
as a looking at individual student performance.   
Since the publication of A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983), educational policies have been 
aimed at competing internationally. Not only did the United States government feel the need to 
compete with the rest of the world educationally, but also economically.  This desire to thrive 
within the global economy was another triggering mechanism of NCLB and the emphasis of the 
restructuring movement (Fuhrman, 2003).  Much like the excellence movement, the need to 
produce highly qualified workers is an important facet of the standards movement.   According 
to the U.S. Department of Education’s website, “Satisfying the demand for highly skilled 
workers is the key to maintaining competitiveness and prosperity in the global economy.  
Raising student achievement directly leads to economic growth” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2004a). 
Conclusion  
In this section of the review of literature each wave of the reform movement was 
discussed.  The excellence movement sought to get back to the basics (e.g., math, science, social 
studies, language arts, reading) and traditional disciplines.  Additionally, an emphasis was 
placed on preparing our students to compete in the international job market.  The next reform 
movement, the restructuring movement gave schools the authority to make instructional 
decisions for themselves. Teachers were encouraged to try new teaching strategies and 
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pedagogy in this era of creativity.  Today the field of education is in the midst of the standards 
movement. Within the standards movement the focus is on student achievement and 
performance, and this is almost always measured by a standardized, high-stakes state 
assessment. With the increase in emphasis on standardized test scores, more schools are feeling 
the consequences of the school improvement list as defined by NCLB legislation. It is because 
of the accountability component of the standards movement that schools must put in place 
reform efforts such as capacity building. 
Capacity Building 
What is Capacity Building? 
With an increase in accountability, the standards movement continues to take center 
stage in education. The research surrounding reform and increasing student achievement 
continues to gain momentum as well. Capacity building is an essential strategy used while 
implementing reform and change initiatives. The body of research focused on school capacity 
building is becoming more prevalent as schools, educators, and researchers focus on how to 
raise student achievement through reform efforts. For an overview of literature on the concept 
of capacity building, refer to Table 1. Those focusing their research efforts on capacity building 
have found that increasing school capacity increases the success of reform efforts as well as 
student achievement (Borko et al., 2003; Cosner, 2009; Newman et al., 2000; Youngs, 2001; 
Youngs & King, 2002). 
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Table 1 
 Contributors to the Literature on Capacity Building (Identified By Component) 
 Capacity 
Building 
Teachers’ 
Knowledge, 
skill and 
disposition 
Program 
Coherence 
Professional 
Community 
Technical 
Resources 
Leadership 
Borko, H., Wolf, S., 
Simone, S. & 
Uchiyama, K. (2003) 
X X   X X 
Brown, D. (2002)  X     
Collins, J. (2001)      X 
Corallo, C., & 
McDonald, D. H. (2002) 
  X  X  
Cooter, R. (2003) X      
Cosner, S. (2009) X      
Curry, M., & Killion, J. 
(2009) 
   X   
Darling-Hammond, L. 
(1995, 2008) 
 X     
Dufour, R., Dufour, R., 
Eaker, R., & Karhanek, 
G. (2004) 
   X   
Earl, L., & Lee, L. 
(2000) 
X      
Easton, L. (2008)  X  X   
Fullan, M., Cuttress, C., 
& Kilcher, A. (2005) 
     X 
Fullan, M. (2006) X  X X  X 
Fullan, M. (2007) X X X X X X 
Helm, C. (2007)  X     
Hord, S. (2009)    X   
Hughes, G., Copley, L., 
Howley, C., & Meehan, 
M. (2005) 
X X X  X  
Knapp, M. (1997) X X X X X X 
Lambert, L. (2006)      X 
Marzano, R., Waters, T., 
& McNulty, B. (2005) 
     X 
Marzano, R. (2007)  X     
Newmann, F., King, M. 
& Youngs, P. (2000) 
X X X X X X 
Newmann, F., Smith, 
B., Allensworth, E., & 
Bryk, A. (2001) 
  X  X  
Sergiovanni, T. (2004)      X 
Smith, W., & Andrews, 
R. (1989) 
     X 
Youngs, P. (2001) X   X   
Youngs, P., & King, M. 
(2002) 
X     X 
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The theoretical framework for this study focuses on the concept of capacity building as 
defined by Fullan (2007) and Newmann et al. (2000).  These authors discuss and analyze how 
schools can build capacity in order to improve student achievement and instructional quality.  
Fullan (2007) defined capacity building as a “policy, strategy, or action taken that increases the 
collective efficacy of a group to improve student learning through new knowledge, enhanced 
resources, and greater motivation on the part of people working individually and together” (p. 
58).   Additionally, Newmann et al. (2000) stated, “The collective power of the full staff to 
improve student achievement school-wide can be summarized as school capacity” (p. 261). This 
can be achieved through enhancing the five components of school capacity as defined by 
Newmann et al.: teacher knowledge, skills and dispositions, professional community, program 
coherence, technical resources, and principal leadership. Similarly, Hughes, Copley, and 
Meehan (2005) defined school capacity as, “the presence of characteristics needed to support 
the development of a thriving learning community” (p. 10).  Supporting previous definitions, 
Cosner (2009) defined capacity building as “a collection of resources, interactive in nature, that 
support the school-wide reform work, teacher change, and ultimately the improvement of 
student learning” (p. 250). 
School capacity affects student achievement and the quality of instruction (Fullan, 
2007). Focusing on improving the quality of instruction through capacity building provides 
opportunities for an organization, a teacher, and/or a school’s ability to engage in continuous 
improvement. Fullan (2006) stated the reason there is low student achievement or poor 
instructional quality is that those involved do not know how to improve the situation or do not 
believe they can improve it. Fullan (2006) maintained that capacity building strategies work 
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because, “they give people concrete experiences that improvement is possible.  People need 
proof that there is some reality to the higher expectations” (p. 62).  
Fullan’s (2007) work on capacity building has many features and points.  He maintained 
that everything you do effects newly acquired “knowledge, skills, and competencies; enhanced 
resources; and stronger commitments” (Fullan, p. 252). Fullan contended when schools build 
capacity on their own, schools are empowered to be successful and continue to sustain the 
reform efforts.  Fullan asserted that capacity building is a collective effort that must be acted 
upon by all levels of support, including the local, district, and state levels. Fullan also discussed 
the government’s role in capacity building stating,  
Governments can push accountability, provide incentives, and/or foster capacity 
building.  We will see that if they do only the first and second, they can get some short-
term results that, I will argue are real but not particularly deep or lasting.  If they do all 
three, they have a chance of going the distance. (pp. 236-237) 
Similar to Fullan (2007), Cooter (2003) applied the 5 concepts of capacity building to 
his studies on reform efforts in urban schools.  Cooter likened capacity building to effective 
teacher development and maintained it was crucial when developing, implementing, and 
sustaining any type of reform effort. Authors Greenwald, Hedges, and Laine (1996) stated 
teacher capacity building was one of the most productive investments for schools and far 
exceeded the benefits of teacher experience or class size.  Agreeing with Greenwald et al., 
Cooter maintained, “there is strong evidence in the research of the positive impact of capacity 
building on student achievement” (p. 199).  The author continued: 
A key feature of this capacity-building model for teacher development is distributed 
learning over time.  It acknowledges that neither cognitive development of new 
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knowledge nor field practice is sufficient in the professional development of teachers.  
Rather, the combination of both elements- new learning developed over time and 
practice under the guidance of a more knowledgeable coach- is the most effective 
practice. (p. 199) 
 Knapp (1997) concurred with previously cited research from Newmann et al. (2000) and 
Fullan (2007). Knapp agreed the previously mentioned five components as necessary to 
building capacity, are teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions; program coherence; technical 
resources; professional communities; and leadership but expanded upon them by including 
vision and leadership, a collective commitment, supportive norms and resources, and structures 
conducive to learning. Differing from Newmann et al., Knapp also viewed professional 
development as a necessary component in addition to professional community.  Knapp viewed 
this as important enough to stand-alone and declares professional development as important as 
the components identified by Newman et al.  
Borko et al. (2003), in their study of two high poverty elementary schools in the state of 
Washington, combined the work of Newmann et al. (2000) and Knapp (1997) to create six 
dimensions of capacity building.  Professional development was added as the sixth component 
of capacity building. The schools in this study were chosen because of their increase in student 
achievement and their exemplary performance on the Washington state assessment (WASL).  
Both schools had a history of poor performance on the state assessment and demonstrated 
success in raising student achievement as defined by the state of Washington.  The study 
analyzed the schools’ progress toward successful implementation of six dimensions of capacity 
building.  Researchers found principal leadership to be the most important factor in determining 
the success of a school’s reform efforts (Borko et al.). 
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Similarly, Earl and Lee (2000) found leadership was key in their study designed to look 
at sustaining school improvement through capacity building.  Earl and Lee studied 22 secondary 
schools previously labeled as poor performing and looked specifically at the practices and 
principles that guided the schools during the improvement process.  Their findings include 
strong teacher skills and knowledge base, shared leadership, relationships among staff and 
students, as well as timely support from outside agencies assisting with the capacity building 
process (Earl & Lee). The authors determined that these practices must be implemented for 
improvement to continue. Specifically Earl and Lee noted, “It’s not just quantity, or even 
quality, of support that matters, but access to the right type of intervention at the right time” (p. 
35). 
All five of the components chosen for this study on capacity building are interrelated 
and necessary for the success of increasing student achievement.  Youngs and King (2002) 
found in their study of principal leadership and school capacity that all five components must be 
present in order to achieve the most successful results.  Youngs and King stated, “All five 
dimensions of school capacity are related, and each one has the potential to affect one or more 
of the others. For example, teacher collaboration can strengthen teachers’ knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions. On another hand, a lack of program coherence can weaken shared goals for student 
learning”  (p. 647). 
For the purposes of this study, the five components of capacity building as defined by 
Newmann et al. (2000) will be addressed.  Fullan (2007) also used these five components in his 
work on capacity building. These five components were chosen as the focus of this study due to 
the use of Newmann et al.’s work in each piece of research used for this review of literature, 
both empirical and theoretical. The five components of capacity building are professional 
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communities, technical resources, program coherence, leadership, and teacher knowledge and 
skills.  However, additional components to the original five as defined by Newmann et al. can 
be found in other research studies.  For example, Cosner’s (2009) study on capacity building 
looks specifically at building trust through organizational and school capacity. Cosner’s study 
supports and extends previous research on capacity building because of the additional emphasis 
on trust as a necessary component of school capacity. 
Additionally, Youngs and King (2002) found in their study on principal leadership and 
school capacity that building trust was an important component of successful capacity building 
efforts.  Cosner (2009) found collegial trust emerged as an important theme among ten of the 
eleven principals studied in the author’s research on organizational and school capacity.  Cosner 
contended trust could be considered a key component of the capacity building work of these 
principals. Specifically, Cosner stated that the “research on school reform and organizational 
change points to the importance of collegial trust as a social resource and dimension of school 
capacity” (p. 257).  According to Cosner trust was an essential aspect in each of the five 
components listed by Newmann et al. (2000).  It is a necessary layer of teacher knowledge and 
skills needed for reform as well as the importance of collegial trust when developing 
professional communities among staff. The more time teachers have to meet and collaborate 
with one another, the more likely trust among the members of the community is to develop.  
Additionally, trust is needed when developing relationships among administration and staff.  
Youngs and King in their study of principal leadership, found a school’s capacity was 
strengthened when principals fostered and developed trust, specifically by managing conflict 
proactively and effectively.  Cosner was able to weave the concept of trust into each of the five 
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components as identified by Newman, et al. In order to truly dissect the definition and 
components of capacity building, an in-depth look at each of the components is necessary. 
Components of Capacity Building 
Teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions. The definition of school capacity, 
according to Fullan (2007), is the focus on an organization, a teacher, and/or a school’s ability 
to engage in continuous improvement.  In order for this to occur there must be an emphasis on 
quality teaching. A teacher’s knowledge, skills and dispositions towards education play an 
important role in determining the success of a school’s reform efforts (Hughes et al., 2005). 
School capacity, according to Newmann et al. (2000), includes the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions of individual staff members. 
In their study of two high poverty elementary schools, Borko et al. (2003) cited the 
importance of teacher knowledge.  The authors contend that in order for reform efforts to be 
successful, teachers must have the knowledge and skills (e.g., frameworks, curriculum maps, 
assessments, and professional development opportunities) to drive the reform agendas (Borko et 
al.).  Supporting Borko et al.’s research findings is the Youngs and King (2002) study of 
principal leadership and school capacity.  Youngs and King focused on the importance of 
teacher knowledge and skills citing teacher competence as necessary for effective classroom 
practice.  According to Youngs and King teachers must integrate subject knowledge, subject 
matter, and student knowledge into each unit and lesson to achieve maximum learning of 
students.  Additionally, a school’s capacity includes the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of 
individual teachers and each teacher must be professionally competent in curriculum and 
pedagogy (Youngs & King).  
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Easton (2008) defined teacher knowledge as the conceptual understanding of research, 
theories, principles, and information. According to Hughes et al. (2005), teachers who 
collaborate and observe one another find themselves less isolated and involved in greater 
learning opportunities, thus increasing their level of professional knowledge.  In order to 
achieve a deeper base of knowledge, an emphasis on deprivatized practice in school 
communities as instrumental in effective development of teachers was encouraged.  This 
practice, where teachers observe one another’s methods and practices while providing feedback 
to each other, is one example of a method used to increase teacher knowledge.  
Skills are strategies and processes used to apply knowledge (Easton, 2008).  Strong and 
effective classroom management is one such skill (Brown, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 2008; 
Hughes et al., 2005; Marzano, 2007).  Both Brown and Marzano stated teachers should work 
towards establishing a classroom of respect among both teachers and students while 
communicating realistic goals, learning objectives, and expectations. Effective classroom 
management allows the maximum amount of student learning to occur within the classroom.  
Brown considered the failure to establish classrooms and procedures based on mutual respect, 
as the number one reason teachers are not successful in the teaching profession. “Learning is an 
emotional as well as cognitive process, and knowing students well can establish a positive social 
and emotional bond” (Brown, pp. 67-68). 
In addition to classroom management, developing knowledge and skills in 
differentiating instruction is necessary for quality instruction to take place. Contributing to the 
school’s capacity to achieve and sustain improvement is an individualized teaching plan for 
each child in the school (Brown, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marzano, 2007).  
Differentiated instruction, according to Brown (2002), is using individual and group 
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assessments to evaluate student learning, assignments based on student need and ability level, 
curriculum chosen to meet the interests and needs of students, varying expectations for what 
each student will learn, and a variety of instructional and assessment techniques. Darling-
Hammond (1995) discussed equitable teaching practices and differentiated instruction.  Darling-
Hammond stated successful education could occur only if teachers are prepared to meet 
rigorous learning demands and the different needs of students.  According to Hughes, et al. 
(2005) differentiated instruction involves varying the content and instruction and learning 
environment to meet the diverse needs of students.  A major goal of building and increasing 
school capacity is to increase student achievement (Corallo & McDonald, 2002; Fullan, 2007; 
Newmann et al., 2000).  In order to increase student achievement, according to Brown, teachers 
must choose instructional strategies that promote “the development of the thinking processes, 
particularly research skills, analytical thinking, and problem solving” (p.113).   
Highly effective teachers also engage in a variety of teaching practices designed 
specifically to meet their students’ individual needs while simultaneously increasing student 
capacity and achievement.  Darling-Hammond (2008) listed the following characteristics of 
effective teachers: create ambitious and meaningful tasks, engage students in active learning, 
draw connections to students’ prior knowledge, scaffold the learning, engage in ongoing 
assessment of student learning, provide clear standards and give feedback, and encourage 
strategic and metacognitive learning.  Teachers with these characteristics find themselves more 
likely to increase the levels of achievement of students in their classrooms. 
Dispositions are the beliefs teachers have in their students and their ability to learn. 
“Teachers’ attitudes, perceptions, expectations, and assessments are also closely bound to the 
likelihood that their school is well positioned to undertake significant school improvement 
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work” (Hughes et al., p. 14). Educators who believe they are not capable of successfully 
teaching their students will not have a belief in the school community’s broader attempts to 
build capacity or succeed in the reform efforts. Collective and individual teacher efficacy is 
critical to the capacity process. Equally as important is the teacher’s attitude not just towards the 
improvement process but also towards students and the curriculum. The key to increasing 
student achievement is a teacher’s disposition and attitude toward their students and the 
curriculum (Brown, 2002; Helm, 2007; Hughes et al., 2005; Marzano, 2007; Newmann, King, 
& Youngs, 2000). Successful teachers, according to Hughes et al., get to know students, are 
encouraging of students, communicate a belief in their students, as well as a belief that all 
students have the ability to learn.   
Additionally, Helm (2007) found teachers who possess the right dispositions could be 
successful in teaching students regardless of race or socioeconomic status.  Helm identified 
specific characteristics of teachers who exhibited excellence in teaching. Helm believed 
educators must love children, respect all children and parents, see the potential in each child, 
motivate children to their highest potential, be spontaneous, humorous and creative.  Helm 
noted of successful teachers, "Teachers must possess and exhibit the disposition of caring, have 
a positive work ethic, and be able to think critically” (p. 110). 
Professional communities. Capacity building is about giving teachers and schools the 
tools and skills necessary to sustain improvement over time.  As stated previously, Fullan 
(2007) viewed professional learning communities as necessary to the on-going collaboration 
and development that must occur within the school-wide community in order for capacity 
building to thrive.  As cited in Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, and Karhanek (2004), the National 
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Commission on Teaching has this to say regarding the importance of professional learning 
communities,  
Quality teaching requires strong professional learning communities.  Collegial 
interchange, not isolation, must become the norm for teachers.  Communities for 
learning can no longer be considered utopian; they must become the building blocks that 
establish a new foundation for America’s schools. (p. 1) 
Similarly, Hord (2009) maintained teaching quality depends on the continuous professional 
learning of teachers.  Hord believed that professional learning could not be something added to 
the plate of teachers.  Specifically, Hord stated, “Learning is not an add-on to the role of the 
professional.  It is a habitual activity where the group learns how to learn together” (p. 40). 
 Before examining what a true professional learning community looks like, it is important 
to examine what types of professional development have been used in the past.  Professional 
development has historically been offered as a range of experiences from daylong workshops to 
conferences (Curry & Killion, 2009).  Professional development geared specifically for 
individual teacher needs has not traditionally been the focus of professional development.  
Instead, according to Curry and Killion, regional or district workshops or other types of required 
professional development often had their content decided upon by someone other than the 
classroom teacher. The professional development occurred outside the school, was short-term 
and had limited follow-up support. Instead, Curry and Killion maintained, professional learning 
communities should follow a reform-oriented approach.  They stated, “Reform-oriented 
professional development is more effective in changing teacher practices than traditional 
approaches to professional development” (Curry & Killion, p. 58).  However, not all 
professional development can increase the five components of capacity building.  In a study of 
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district and state influence on professional development and school capacity, Youngs (2001) 
looked at various reform efforts across the United States.  Youngs found the majority of reform 
efforts indeed strengthen teacher knowledge and skill; however, most efforts do not have much 
of an impact on the other four components of capacity building.  Therefore, Youngs maintained 
that it was up to individual schools and leadership to incorporate the remaining four components 
into the professional development agenda of a school. 
Knapp (1997) stressed the importance of professional development in terms of its crucial 
impact on the success of building capacity.  While Newmann et al. (2000) and Fullan (2007) 
included professional development as a part of the professional community component, Knapp 
included professional development as a component all its own.  However, all of the above 
mentioned authors agree professional development is a necessity to reform efforts.  As Fullan 
(1991) stated, “Continuous development of all teachers is the cornerstone for meaning, 
improvement, and reform. Professional development and school development are inextricably 
linked” (p. 315). Fullan (1991) viewed professional development as both a strategy for specific 
instructional change and a strategy for basic organizational change in the way teachers work and 
learn together. Youngs and King (2002), in their study of principal leadership, professional 
development and school capacity, also emphasized the importance of professional development. 
Youngs and King stated a single professional development activity could strengthen the quality 
of a teacher’s instructional practice and student achievement even if the topic only addressed 
one or two components of capacity building.  
Dufour et al. (2004) maintained that there are six core elements necessary to create an 
effective professional learning community.  First, there must be a shared mission, values and 
goals.   Next, a collaborative culture with a focus on learning for all must exist.  Additionally, 
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there needs to be an emphasis on transforming collective inquiry into best practice.  Meaning, 
professional learning communities must have an action component as well as a commitment to 
continuous improvement with a focus on results.   
 Kruse (1994) also discussed the five elements she felt must be included in a professional 
learning community.  First, Kruse stated that there needs to be a reflective dialogue among all 
members of the professional learning community.  Important as well is a de-privatization of 
practice.  Similar to Dufour et al. (2004) and Youngs and King (2002), a collective focus on 
student learning is mandatory as well as a collaboration centered on shared values and norms. 
 Hord (2009) listed six research-based dimensions of a professional learning community.  
Concurring with Fullan (2006), Kruse (1994), Dufour et al. (2004), and Youngs and King 
(2002), Hord included the importance of shared beliefs, values, and a vision for the school.  
Differing from the aforementioned authors, Hord added the importance of shared and supportive 
leadership. Here power, authority, and decision making is a team effort with each member 
having their voice heard and respected.  Additionally, Hord believed structural conditions such 
as resources were necessary for the team to be successful.  A time and place for the group to 
meet are also important parts of a successful professional learning community (Hord, 2009). 
Hord also supports the significance of respect and trust in the professional learning community.  
In addition to Kruse, Cosner (2009), Fullan, and Dufour et al., Hord discussed the necessity of 
collective learning.  This learning, according to Hord must be “intentionally determined to 
address student needs and the increased effectiveness of the professionals” (p. 42). Last, Hord 
explained the group must peer share their experiences and practice in order to gain feedback, 
which in turn strengthens their collective learning.   
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 Hord (2009) also stated there were several specific characteristics that needed to be 
embedded in professional learning communities.  First, the group should be small and meet 
weekly.  Additionally, the topics of discussion should concentrate on student needs, the 
curriculum, and instructional strategies. The group should focus on student data.  These data 
should drive all instructional decisions made by the community.  Future goals of the 
professional community should also be data driven. Hord stated in regards to data interpretation 
the “reviewing, studying, and interpreting data is the foundation of a professional learning 
community” (p. 42).   
 Similarly, Curry and Killion (2009) viewed analyzing data as an integral part of a 
professional learning community.  Using data for the purpose of determining strengths and 
weaknesses of teachers and monitoring student progress is essential in a true professional 
learning community. Curry and Killion contended that data should also drive the planning, 
discussions, and topics of meetings in a professional learning community. The use of data to 
drive instruction, as well as the sharing of ideas and successful teaching strategies, all result in 
an increase in student achievement.  Fullan (2007) examined the importance of assessment 
literate teachers.  He defined assessment literacy as the “capacity to examine student 
performance data, results, and to make critical sense of them” (p. 142).  Additionally, Fullan 
defined assessment literacy as: 
…the capacity to act on this understanding by developing classroom and school 
improvement plans in order to make the kinds of changes needed to increase 
performance….The capacity of teachers to be effective players in the accountability 
arena by being proactive and open about school performance data, and by being able to 
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hold their own in the continuous debate about the uses and misuses of achievement data 
in an era  of high-stakes testing. (p. 142) 
The focus on data and the collaboration of the learning community can bring about a sense of 
shared focus and goals. 
Youngs and King (2002), in their study of principal leadership and professional 
development, also contended that all members of the professional learning community should 
have a shared goal for students’ learning.  Youngs and King characterized a professional 
community as one that has a meaningful collaboration with all parties, in-depth inquiry into 
assumptions, and opportunities for teachers to exert influence over the work of teaching and 
learning. 
The purpose of a professional learning community is, according to Fullan (2006), to 
change the culture of the school.  Specifically, Fullan stated professional learning communities 
are about “establishing lasting new collaborative cultures” (p. 10). In addition to changing the 
culture of the school, increasing student achievement is key (Curry & Killion, 2009; Hord, 
2009). “When the community operates according to the research base on professional 
community learning, this learner-centered environment for educators results in important 
outcomes for teachers and administrators and significant achievement for their students” (Hord, 
p. 42). Fullan, Hord, and Curry and Killion acknowledged the imperativeness of building 
capacity in the form of a professional learning community.  Curry and Killion summarized this 
best by stating,  
When schools form professional learning communities, they have the opportunity to 
form micro-learning experiences, using the community as an environment to reflect and 
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refine practice, filling the significant gap in the capacity of professional learning to 
transformation teaching and student learning. (p. 62) 
Program coherence.  As mentioned previously, capacity building is about giving 
teachers and schools the tools and skills necessary to sustain improvement over time.  One 
component of capacity building is program coherence.  Program coherence is defined by 
Newmann et al. (2000) and reiterated by Youngs and King (2002) as “the extent to which a 
school’s programs for students and staff learning are coordinated, focused on clear learning 
goals, and sustained over a period of time” (Newmann et al., p. 263).   
Hughes et al. (2005) stressed the importance of strong program coherence.  The authors 
stated the importance of program coherence as a critical component of school capacity, and 
needed in order for improvement to occur at any level (Hughes et al.).  The more programs 
implemented in a school, the weaker the organizational efforts.  Conversely, the more aligned 
the school’s programs are to the instructional goals; the more secure the organizational efforts.  
Hughes et al. acknowledged that failing schools often struggle when implementing new 
programs, when the programs are not aligned with each other. “Already burdened with other 
competing and shifting priorities, teachers in schools with little programmatic coherence are 
unlikely to accommodate additional serious change” (Hughes et al., p. 11).  
The instructional framework is necessary to have in place so the curricular goals of the 
school are supported.  Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, and Bryk (2001) suggested several goals 
to maintain strong program coherence within an organization.  Such research showed that strong 
program coherence is evident when there are three major elements in place: a common 
instructional framework, when staff working conditions support implementation of the 
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framework, and a commitment to allocating resources in order to advance the school’s common 
instructional framework. 
  Schools should ensure their curriculum and assessment practices are coordinated and 
aligned within the grade levels and with school-wide instructional goals (Corallo & McDonald, 
2002; Hughes et al., 2005; Newmann et al., 2001) Additionally, a logical flow of curriculum 
and assessments from one grade level to the next must occur.  There should be a clear 
progression to the subject matter, not just repetition of previously learned skills. Sequencing 
allows an appropriate pace and rigor to the curriculum and reduces the redundancy of the 
curriculum from grade level to grade level (Hughes et al.).   
Newmann et al. (2001) also stressed the importance of outside support services being 
aligned.  For example, the tutoring, remedial instruction services and parent volunteer 
opportunities should be coordinated and aligned with the instructional framework of the school. 
The efforts must be supported and sustained over time in order to allow the programming to be 
aligned and consistent with the instructional goals. 
Staff working conditions should support the implementation of the instructional goals 
and framework (Newmann et al., 2001).  Administration, teachers, and all staff in the building 
are expected to implement the goals if strong program coherence is to be achieved.  Professional 
development must be designed in order to support and enhance the instructional goals.  
Collaboration among staff is vital, and strong program coherence throughout the school will 
allow this to occur naturally (Hughes et al., 2005).  “In addition, research on organizations and 
effective management indicates that professionals who work together on integrated activities 
aimed at clear goals produce high quality goods and services” (Newmann et al., p.12). 
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Examples of program incoherence are mandates from the state or district that call for a 
mastery of a curriculum or standards which have no common theme or are not connected in any 
way (Newmann et al., 2001).  The importance of staying away from the one-day workshops 
whose focus does not coincide with the instructional programs or goals of the school is stressed 
by Newmann et al.  Schools should avoid changing programs, assessments, and instructional 
goals frequently.  Maintaining and sustaining programs already in place will contribute to the 
strength of the instructional goals and programming.   
Newmann et al. (2001) summarized the factors needed for strong program coherence in 
this way: 
These factors include the importance of a sustained organizational focus, staff agreement 
on clear and specific goals, more common academic expectations and curriculum for all 
students, teacher collaboration and collective responsibility for meeting goals, and a 
consistent climate of positive supports and high expectations for all students and staff.  
(p. 20) 
Technical resources. An important component of building school capacity is technical 
resources (Fullan 2007).  According to Fullan, “instructional improvement requires additional 
resources such as materials, equipment, space, time, and access to expertise” (p. 164).  
Newmann et al. (2001) added, “The school allocates resources such as materials, time, and staff 
assignments to advance the school’s common instructional framework and to avoid diffuse, 
scattered improvement efforts” (p. 10).  The school must commit to providing teachers with the 
tools needed to implement and sustain change efforts that are clearly aligned with and designed 
to support the school’s instructional goals. 
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Corallo and McDonald (2002) also urged schools to look at all fiscal and other resources 
available to support implementation of the action plans designed to improve student 
achievement.  Corallo and McDonald stated all fiscal resources should be combined with any 
school resources, which include human capital and time resources for effective program 
implementation.  
The presence of adequate technical and professional resources is a good indicator in 
determining school capacity for improvement (Corallo & McDonald, 2002; Hughes et al., 2005; 
Newmann et al., 2000; Youngs & King, 2002).  Hughes et al., and Youngs and King list 
examples of resources that support teacher effectiveness including instructional materials, 
functioning technical and computer equipment, and a sufficient workspace.  Newman et al., 
contended efforts to provide better technology, improve curricular programs, and remodel 
outdated facilities can be considered as efforts to improve school capacity through the 
enhancement of technical resources.  Improvement attempts and efforts depend on the tools 
with which teachers are able to provide effective instruction. Important to note that teachers in 
failing schools who are asked to make significant changes and produce results, may feel 
burdened if they are not provided the necessary resources to implement the reform efforts 
(Hughes et al., 2005). 
Leadership. Fullan (2006, 2007) maintained quality leadership is imperative for 
capacity building to occur.  As noted previously, the five components of capacity building are 
interrelated and equally important.  However, Fullan (2007) stated, in the absence of quality 
leadership, school capacity cannot be obtained.  “The role of the principal is to cause the 
previous four factors to get better and better in concert” (Fullan, 2007, p. 164).  Similarly, 
Newmann et al. (2000) stressed the principal can positively or negatively impact the previously 
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mentioned components of capacity building.  Fullan (2007) and Newmann et al. (2000) agreed 
by stating the principal is a critical force and factor in the success of the school.   
The importance of quality leadership is well documented and researched. Marzano, 
Waters, and McNulty (2005) affirmed school leadership could account for one-fourth of student 
achievement. Citing the Marzano et al. study, Fullan (2007) stated, "It should be clear, then that 
school improvement is an organizational phenomenon, and therefore the principal, as leader is 
the key” (p. 167).  Sustained success and improvement are impossible to achieve in the absence 
of quality leadership (Fullan, 2006).  Marzano et al. cited the United States Senate Committee 
report when trying to convey the importance of the school principal: 
In many ways the school principal is the most important and influential individual in any 
school.  He or she is the person responsible for all activities that occur in and around the 
school building.  It is the principal’s leadership that sets the tone of the school, the 
climate for teaching, the level of professionalism and morale of teachers and the degree 
of concern for what students may or may not become. If a school is a vibrant, innovative 
child-centered place, if it has a reputation for excellence in teaching, if students are 
performing to the best of their ability, one can almost point to the principal’s leadership 
as the key to success. (p. 6) 
The principal has the direct responsibility of increasing student achievement as the role 
of instructional leader.  Smith and Andrews (1986) stressed the importance of instructional 
leadership.  Smith and Andrews listed four roles the principal should encompass in order to be 
an effective instructional leader.  First, the principal is a resource provider.  The leadership of 
the school should help teachers and staff access the resources necessary to support the vision 
and goals of the school.  The principal also acts as an instructional resource by being actively 
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involved in increasing student achievement.  A principal accomplishes this, according to Smith 
and Andrews, by creating a dialogue with staff, being heavily involved in the latest research 
practices, encouraging and providing on-going professional development, and placing an 
emphasis on teacher evaluation and feedback.  Third, the principal is an effective 
communicator.  The leadership of the school must be able to articulate a vision of the school 
and encourage all staff and teachers to head in the same direction (Smith & Andrews).  As an 
effective communicator the principal should also speak articulately and write clearly.  Finally, 
Smith and Andrews stated the principal should act as a visible presence in the school.  The 
principal should interact with others in hallways, classrooms, and have a presence throughout 
the building. As the authors conclude,  “Teachers perceive their principal to be a visible 
presence if she makes frequent classroom observations, is accessible to discuss matters dealing 
with instruction, is regularly seen in and about the building, and actively participates in staff 
development activities” (Smith & Andrews, p. 19). 
Effective educators communicate a powerful vision for student achievement (Marzano et 
al., 2005).  Additionally, Marzano and colleagues encouraged principals to create a purposeful 
community using collective efficacy and capacity to accomplish goals.  The authors stated, “The 
principal must be the champion for the belief that the staff operating as a cohesive group can 
effect substantive change” (Marzano, p. 101).   
Sergiovanni (2005) outlined eight basic competencies that should be exhibited by 
effective leaders. The author stated leaders should master the following competencies: the 
management of attention, management of meaning, management of trust, management of self, 
management of paradox, management of effectiveness, management of follow-up, and the 
management of responsibility (Sergiovanni). The management of attention is the leader’s ability 
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to bring individuals together in order to focus on values, goals in order to give purpose to what 
happens in the school. The author defined the management of meaning as “the ability to connect 
teachers, parents, and students to the school in such a way that they find their lives useful, 
sensible, and valued” (Sergiovanni, p. 135). The third competency, as defined by Sergiovanni, is 
the management of trust. The management of trust is the ability to be viewed as credible and 
trustworthy by those in your school. The management of self is the ability for leaders to 
understand who they are, why they lead they way they do, and why they believe the things they 
believe. The fifth basic competency is the management of paradox. The author defined this as 
“the ability to bring together ideas that seem to be at odds with each other” (p. 136).  
Sergiovanni described the management of effectiveness as developing capacity in the building 
and with the staff in order to improve performance over time. The management of follow-up 
requires leaders be able to manage the details and follow- up on the implementation of those 
details. The last and eighth competency was the management of responsibility. This 
competency, according to the author, involved the “internalization of values and purposes that 
obligate people to meet their commitments to each other and to the school” (Sergiovanni, p. 
138).   
Leithwood, Louis, Anderson and Washington (2004) described effective and quality 
leaders using three sets of practices including setting directions, expectations and goals, 
developing people and redesigning the organization.  Bryk and colleagues (1998) looked 
specifically at administrators who have an institutional focus on student learning, efficient 
management, and a strategic emphasis on using school improvement plans and an instructional 
focus to bring everything together in clear manner as quality leaders. Similarly, Lambert (2006) 
defined effective leaders as characterized by a clarity of self and values, strong belief in 
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democracy, strategic thinking about the evolution of school improvement, deliberate and 
vulnerable persona, knowledge of teaching and learning, and an ability to develop capacity in 
others.  Youngs and King (2002) stressed leaders must be aware of the culture of the school and 
the norms already in place when attempting to make new curricular changes, as well as other 
major reform efforts and initiatives. 
Contributing to the research on effective leadership is Collins (2001) who characterized 
a Level 5 leader as the epitome of effective leadership.  Collins described the ideal leader as one 
who “builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical blend of personal humility and 
professional will” (p. 20).  These leaders exhibit a serious resolve and determination, as well as 
a drive and desire to produce results.  Level 5 leaders want the organization to be more 
successful after they have gone, and realize the importance of cultivating new leaders.  
Similarly, Fullan, Cuttress and Kilcher (2005) stressed the importance of leaving a legacy of 
new leaders to continue to increase and support student achievement.  “The main mark of a 
school principal at the end of his or her tenure is not just that individual’s impact on student 
achievement, but rather how many leaders are left behind who can go even further” (Fullan et 
al., 2005, p. 57).  An important part of building capacity is nurturing the success of others, and 
developing leaders who can develop capacity in others (Fullan et al.).  
Kotter (1990) discussed the topic of effective leadership.  Kotter believed leadership was 
designed to promote change and movement in the areas of aligning people, and motivating and 
inspiring.  These transformational leaders show strength in creating a vision, clarifying the big 
picture, communicating goals, seeking commitment, building teams, inspiring and energizing, 
empowering subordinates and satisfying unmet needs (Northouse, 2004, p. 9). Northouse 
defined a transformational leader as: 
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When an individual engages with others and creates a connection that raises the level of 
motivation and morality in both the leader and the follower.  This type of leader is 
attentive to the needs and motives of followers and tries to help followers reach their 
fullest potential. (p. 170) 
Additionally, transformational leaders, according to Northouse are confident in their abilities to 
lead and motivate. Most importantly, a transformational leader is a strong role model for the 
beliefs and values they expect those in the organization to follow. Marzano (2005) contended 
transformational leaders produce the greatest results. Administration in a school must first hold 
a belief that all learners can succeed, as well as a belief the teachers in the building are capable 
to help orchestrate the change.  Transformational leaders have high expectations for followers, 
and are able to communicate those expectations to those around them.  
Studies have stressed the importance of quality leadership when building school 
capacity.  For example, Borko et al. (2003), in their study of high poverty, high performing 
elementary schools, stated instructional leadership was the key factor in determining success of 
reform efforts.  Borko et al. contended a distributed model of leadership is important citing the 
leadership of the school as instrumental in offering learning opportunities for teachers, 
professional development and fostering a collaboration of the entire staff of the school. 
Additionally, Borko et al. stressed the importance of the leadership component because of its 
effect on the other five dimensions of capacity building.  Strong instructional leaders with high 
expectations and goals provide direction for staff, which in turn promotes collaboration and 
collective responsibility. 
Supporting the findings of Borko et al. (2003), Youngs and King (2002) focused exclusively 
on the impact of principal leadership on school capacity in their study of nine elementary 
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schools selected for their history of low student achievement.  Youngs and King studied the 
impact principal leadership had on professional development in regards to teacher knowledge 
and skills, professional community, and program coherence.  Findings from their study show 
principals can enhance capacity by promoting trust with their staff and among the 
administration. Establishing trust helps build a shared commitment to the goals of the school 
and allows teachers to collaborate on their abilities and practices in order to increase student 
achievement.  In addition, Youngs and King found that the principalship affects student 
achievement indirectly by leadership’s influence on the organizational conditions of the school 
and the quality of instruction provided to students. Principals shape school conditions through 
their beliefs and actions in regards to professional development.  Specifically, “instructional 
quality can also be strengthened when principals create internal structures and conditions that 
promote teacher learning” (Youngs & King, p. 244). 
In conclusion, the absence of leadership contributes to a lack of student achievement.  
Quality leaders are necessary to attain school-wide goals, and the most effective leaders are 
those who can be described as instructional change agents.  As stated previously, all five 
components of capacity building are crucial to the success of a school.  However, without strong 
leadership, the previous four components cannot be implemented effectively.  The principal is 
the driving force behind the success or failure of any type of reform or change effort.   
Fullan (2007) defined capacity building as “a policy, strategy, or action taken that 
increases the collective efficacy of a group to improve student learning through new knowledge, 
enhanced resources, and greater motivation on the part of people working individually and 
together” (p. 58).  Fullan maintained that one of the primary reasons reform efforts or change 
initiatives do not work is that people do not know how to improve the situation, or they do not 
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believe the situation can be improved.  This is where capacity building is crucial.  “Capacity 
building experiences develop skills, clarity (as you become more skilled, you become more 
specifically clear), and motivated (Fullan, 2006, p. 61).   
Newmann et al. (2000) identified five components of capacity building.  These 
components include teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions; program coherence, 
professional community, technical resources, and leadership.  Specifically, teachers must have 
the skill, knowledge, and dispositions to be effective instructional leaders of their classrooms.  
Continuous school improvement, through effective professional learning and development must 
occur.  Schools must have organizational focus as well as the resources needed to implement the 
reform efforts and change initiatives (Newmann et al.).  Last, quality leadership is necessary for 
successful change to occur. These five components of capacity building enable staff to be 
facilitators of continuous improvement in schools.  While all five are important, it is leadership 
that is necessary for the other four components to be implemented effectively.  Fullan (2007) 
supported this by stating, “School capacity cannot be developed in the absence of quality 
leadership” (p. 164). 
Previous Research on Capacity Building 
As the standards movement, with a heightened emphasis on accountability, continues to 
take center stage in education, so too does the research surrounding reform and increasing 
student achievement.  Researchers have found that increasing school capacity increases the 
success of reform efforts as well as student achievement (Borko et al., 2003; Cosner, 2009; 
Newmann et al., 2000; Youngs, 2001; Youngs & King, 2002).   
Borko et al. (2003) used semi-structured interviews with students, teachers, and 
principals, documents, observations, and collected artifacts to analyze two Washington State 
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schools’ progress toward successful implementation of the dimensions of capacity building.  
The schools were chosen due to previous low performances on state standardized tests.  Both 
schools showed improvement and the components of capacity building were used to closely 
examine their efforts. In summary, Borko et al. identified instructional leadership as the key 
factor in determining the success of reform efforts.  Specifically, a distributed model of 
leadership, learning opportunities for teachers, relevant professional development and a 
collaboration of staff were necessary practices for improvement to occur (Borko et al.).  As 
Borko et al. stated, “Both principal leadership and distributed leadership was a key factor in the 
success of both schools’ efforts.  In fact, it was the most important factor because of its impact 
on the other five dimensions of school capacity” (p. 196).  
Earl and Lee (2000) studied 22 secondary schools that previously demonstrated low 
academic achievement and that began to show academic improvement. Researchers wanted to 
look at how these schools began to show improvement and whether or not they could sustain 
improvement.  Specifically, the researchers were striving to present specific practices and 
principles that could guide schools during the improvement process.  Relating these practices to 
the capacity building process, Earl and Lee used multiple sources of data: data scores, reports, 
questionnaires, focus groups, one-on-one interviews with stakeholders, and graduation rates.  
Similar, to Borko et al. (2003), Earl and Lee found shared leadership to be a common factor in 
all schools.  Results indicated that teachers and administrators in the schools studied showed a 
great urgency when tackling tasks.  Earl and Lee found a call to action in these schools; and the 
staff was energized to address critical issues.  There was evidence of the collective efficacy 
Fullan (2006, 2007) defined as key to capacity building. Earl and Lee found teachers to be 
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positive and hopeful.  Teachers in the schools studied believed they had influence over the 
change process. 
Youngs (2001) looked specifically at the district and state policy influences on 
professional development and capacity building. Teacher networks in California, teaching and 
curriculum consultants in New York state, student assessments in Kentucky and Maryland and 
the school improvement process in South Carolina were examined for this study.  Youngs 
conducted interviews, gathered data, and visited districts to observe efforts in place to improve 
student achievement through professional development. Findings of this study showed reform 
initiatives and efforts used strengthened teacher knowledge, skills and dispositions. However, 
Youngs did not find much of an impact on the other four components of capacity building.  In 
conclusion, Youngs urged schools to design activities to promote the other components of 
capacity building, and not just focus on strengthening knowledge, skills and dispositions. 
Nine elementary schools were selected based on a history of low achievement and low 
poverty rates in the Youngs and King (2002) study of principal leadership and professional 
development. Looking specifically, at the capacity building efforts of principals, the researchers 
studied schools that showed progress in student achievement over three to five years, felt 
progress was made due to professional development, were site-based managed, and received 
assistance and professional development from outside agencies (Youngs & King). The nine 
schools were narrowed down to four based on the greatest potential for professional 
development that addressed the three components of capacity building including: teachers’ 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions, program coherence, and professional community (Youngs 
& King).  This study was an extension of the Newmann et al. (2000) study that focused on 
professional development efforts incorporating all five components of capacity building.  
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Youngs and King (2002) sought to answer two questions in their study on principal 
leadership and professional development: What is the nature of principal leadership related to 
professional development and in what ways does and to what extent does principal leadership 
related to professional development address school capacity? Findings included promoting trust 
among administration and staff helped to build a shared commitment to the goals of the school. 
The focus on trust allowed teachers to collaborate using their abilities, skills, and practices in 
order to increase student achievement.  
In their study of how professional development addresses school capacity, Newman et 
al. (2000) sought to describe how some schools used professional development to address 
school capacity. Findings included that the reason so many schools are not successful in 
increasing student achievement is directly related to the failure of schools to address building 
school capacity through professional development.  Newmann et al. encouraged those in charge 
of designing and implementing professional development to address all five components of 
capacity building in schools.  Specifically, professional development should be expanded 
beyond the improvement of teacher knowledge, skills and dispositions to address program 
coherence, technical resources, professional community and leadership as well. 
Similar to Youngs and King (2002), Cosner (2009) included the importance of collegial 
trust as an extension of capacity building.  The study focused on 11 high school principals 
nominated for their expertise in capacity building.  The principals were examined using 
qualitative data gathered over 18 months of in-depth interviews, school improvement plans, 
staff meeting agendas, professional development schedules, weekly bulletins, agendas and 
minutes from meetings, artifacts, emails and written correspondence from administrators to 
teachers. Collegial trust emerged as a dominant theme among 10 of the 11 principals studied.  
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Findings showed collegial trust to be an important theme among the principals studied.  Cosner 
stated, “In summary, research on school reform and organizational change points to the 
importance of collegial trust as a social resource and dimension of school capacity” (p. 257). 
 In summary, the focus of the studies discussed in this section center on capacity building 
and the effect the components have on school improvement.  Differing from study to study were 
the components examined.  Only Borko et al. (2003) and Newmann et al. (2000) focused their 
studies on all 5 components.  Others including Youngs and King (2002) and Cosner (2009) 
examined their participants through only a few components of capacity building.  Agreeing on 
the importance of capacity building efforts on student achievement and school improvement, 
each study contributed to the body of research on this increasingly relevant topic in education. 
Theoretical Framework 
 As previously discussed, capacity building is defined by Fullan (2007) as “the policy, 
strategy, or action taken that increases the collective efficacy of a group to improve student 
learning through new knowledge, enhanced resources, and greater motivation on the part of 
people working individually and together” (p. 58).  Newmann et al. (2000) identified five 
interrelated components of school capacity.  These components are teacher knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions; professional community; program coherence; technical resources; and 
principal leadership.  These five components were used as the theoretical framework for this 
study.  
The five components were used as a lens to examine how reform efforts or initiatives at 
Cottonwood Elementary compare to the five components as defined by Newmann et al. (2000). 
Newmann et al.’s five components will be used as measures of success to when looking 
comprehensively at Cottonwood Elementary’s reform efforts. Through the use of observations, 
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interviews and documents each reform initiative will be examined as something put in place to 
increase teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions, support the professional community of the 
school, provide technical resources, strengthen the program coherence, or develop the 
leadership in the building. Data will be gathered and analyzed to determine if any of the five 
components of capacity building are areas of emphasis at Cottonwood Elementary School. 
Conclusion 
  The review of literature began by discussing the history of educational reform in the 
U.S.  More specifically, the three waves of reform beginning with the excellence movement 
were explained. The research in this study indicated that the emphasis of this movement was to 
raise academic standards for teachers, students, and the curriculum.  Differing from the 
excellence movement, the literature reviewed overwhelmingly suggested the restructuring 
movement empowered educators to give input into short and long term decisions related to 
issues ranging from day-to-day operations to the curriculum. Presently, researchers have 
identified the current wave of reform as the standards movement, which places a heavy 
emphasis on teacher and student performance as measured by standardized, high-stake 
assessments.  The current emphasis on performance, and the subsequent consequences for 
failing to demonstrate academic progress, place reform initiatives such as capacity building at 
the top of school and district agendas. 
The literature reviewed discussed the construct of capacity building and its five 
components as defined by Newman et al. (2000). The data reviewed indicated that teachers 
must have the skill, knowledge, and dispositions to be effective instructional leaders of their 
classrooms. Additionally, researchers suggested that continuous school improvement, through 
effective professional learning and development must occur.  Schools must have an 
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organizational focus as well as the resources needed to implement the reform efforts and change 
initiatives. Therefore, the necessary technical resources are imperative in order to successfully 
implement any changes designed to improve the academic performance of students.   Last, 
much of the literature pointed out that quality leadership is necessary for successful change to 
occur. While all five components are important, the literature reviewed suggested leadership is 
necessary for the other four components to be implemented effectively.  
The research also suggested that more studies in the area of capacity building are 
needed. Throughout the literature review there was an examination of previous studies focused 
on school capacity and capacity building efforts.  Fullan (2001) stated that while there is a great 
deal of research on what is required for change at the building level, there is a need for 
additional case studies to identify what the change actually looks like.  Borko et al. (2003) 
further indicated that positive examples are needed to help educators understand how to produce 
more constructive results through their reform efforts. As evidenced by Table 1, there is 
research available on the individual components of capacity building, however, researchers 
focusing exclusively on all five components are uncommon. The majority of empirical research 
is from case studies or mixed methods research whose focus is on one or more components of 
capacity building. A gap in the literature occurs in the availability of case studies focusing on all 
five components of capacity building. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
METHODS 
Chapter Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative, single site case study was to explore the phenomenon of 
school reform through the theoretical lens of capacity building. This study looked at the reform 
research; specifically, capacity building and how it contributed to successful school reform. 
Capacity building, or building school capacity, as defined by Newmann et al. (2000) is “the 
collective power of the full staff to improve student achievement school-wide” (p. 261). The 
study sought to answer the following questions:  
(1) What initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the 
school from the NCLB school improvement list? 
 (2) What evidence of the components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann et 
al. (2000) can be found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
In this chapter there will be a detailed description of the methods that were used to 
conduct this study.  The research process is described using a graphic found in Figure 2.  A 
thorough look at the case study design, qualitative methods, data collection procedures, data 
analysis, and the proposed verification process will be addressed throughout the chapter. 
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Figure 2. Research Process. 
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Description and Rationale for a Case Study Design 
 The design of a research study was defined by Yin (2003) as “the logical sequence that 
connects the empirical data to a study’s initial research questions and, ultimately, to its 
conclusions” (p. 20).  This study was a qualitative, single-site, instrumental case study that was 
exploratory in nature.  Yin defined case study research as “an empirical inquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 13).  Similarly, Merriam (1998) 
defined a case study as intensive descriptions and analysis of a single unit or bounded system, 
such as an individual, program, event or group.  
Case studies can be used when the researcher is investigating the “how” or “why” of a 
complex issue (Yin, 2003).  This exploratory type of design lent itself best to examining the 
research questions of this study.  As Yin stated, “as a research strategy, the case study is used in 
many situations to contribute to our knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, 
political and related phenomena” (p. 1).  Similarly, Merriam (1998) stated, “insights from case 
study can directly influence policy, practice, and future research” (p. 19). Yin believed that if 
you are able to ask a question such as, “What can be learned from a study of an effective 
school?” (p. 6), you have a justifiable rationale for conducting an exploratory study.  
In addition to being an exploratory design, a case study can also be instrumental in 
nature. A specific issue can be explored through a case study. Creswell (2005) defined an 
instrumental case as, “a type of qualitative case study in which the researcher studies a 
particular issue and finds one or more cases that illuminate the issue” (p. 592).  The 
phenomenon of capacity building is one such issue.   
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Case studies can be single or multi-site studies.  For the purposes of this study, the focus 
was on a single-site design.  Yin (2003) justified using a single case design by stating, “the 
single case can represent a significant contribution to knowledge and theory building. Such a 
case can even help to refocus future investigations in an entire field” (p. 40). Specifically, Yin 
indicated that a single case design is appropriate when it represents a critical case in testing or 
extending a theory.  If the case confirms, challenges or extends a theory then “the single case 
design is eminently justifiable under certain conditions” (p. 45). Additionally, Barzelay (1993) 
stated, “the single site case study is an extremely valuable method of social science research 
when used for the purpose of analyzing how people frame and solve problems” (p. 305). The 
research questions posed by this study met the requirements of an exploratory, instrumental, 
single-site case study design. 
Though a case study design is an “intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 
instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (Merriam, 1998, p. 27), there are limitations associated 
with the design.  Merriam listed the following limitations of a case study design: reliability, 
validity, generalizability and subjectivity of the researcher. Researchers using a case study 
model must “persuade consumers of their trustworthiness” (Merriam, p. 199). Additionally, 
when examining the subjectivity of the researcher, Merriam warned, “Both the readers of case 
studies and the authors themselves need to be aware of biases that can affect the final product” 
(p. 43).  
Qualitative Methods 
Creswell (2005) defined qualitative research as “an inquiry approach useful for 
exploring and understanding a central phenomenon” (p. 596). For the purposes of this case 
study, qualitative research methods were used. Merriam (1998) defined this type of research as 
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a lived experience where the research process mandates that knowledge gained is from an 
inductive form of inquiry. Merriam stated, “I believe that research focused on discovery, 
insight, and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest 
promise of making significant contributions to the knowledge base and practice of education” 
(p. 1).  The design of this case study fits with the qualitative emphasis on discovery and insight.  
Examining a school’s journey from the NCLB school improvement list to a school of success 
through the components of capacity building allows for research focused on discovery, insight 
and understanding and will contribute to the knowledge base regarding the phenomenon of 
capacity building.  
 Miles (1979) addressed the strengths of qualitative data by characterizing the research 
as full, real and holistic.  Additionally, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) listed a variety of 
strengths associated with this particular research design.  Among them, the data in qualitative 
research are based on the participants’ own meaning and reality. An important aspect of this 
design is how qualitative research provides understanding and descriptions of the subjects’ own 
experiences.  Data are collected in naturalistic settings that allow for a more in-depth look at 
what is being studied. Key in this design is how the research allows participants to speak in their 
own words and tell their own stories (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie). Each of these components of a 
qualitative study contributed to the focus of this study, specifically, examining a school’s efforts 
to improve student achievement through the components of capacity building. 
Role of the Researcher 
 Maxwell (2005) said this of the qualitative researcher, “You are the research instrument in 
a qualitative study, and your eyes and ears are the tools you use to make sense of what is going 
on” (p. 79). Similarly, Merriam (1998) pointed out that “the importance of the researcher in 
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qualitative case study cannot be overemphasized. The researcher is the primary instrument for 
data collection and analysis. Data are mediated through this human instrument, the researcher, 
rather than through some inanimate inventory, questionnaire, or machines” (p. 19).  With this 
responsibility comes the potential for bias on the part of the researcher (Maxwell, 2005; 
Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003).  It is important for the researcher to recognize the role s/he played 
as a qualitative researcher and the potential for any bias.  This was important as I began the 
process of collecting and analyzing data.   
While collecting data for this study, I was an assistant principal in a Title 1 school on the 
NCLB school improvement list.  Additionally, my only experience, at the time, in education 
was with schools struggling to make achievement gains. While this gave me a limited 
viewpoint, it also enriched my study, as I am familiar with the personal struggles schools and 
school faculty face while attempting to increase student achievement.  Mills (1959) encouraged 
the researcher to use this potential for bias in a productive and positive ongoing manner.  Mills 
stated, “What this means is that you must learn to use your life experience in your intellectual 
work: continually to examine and interpret it. In this sense craftsmanship is the center of 
yourself and you are personally involved in every intellectual product upon which you work” (p. 
196). Concurring, Yin (2003) cautioned case study investigators to always be cognizant of the 
potential for bias and the search to validate a preconceived position.  This occurs, according to 
Yin, because case study investigators often have a greater understanding and knowledge base of 
the issue being studied.  To protect the study from bias and preconceived positions, the data 
were triangulated by using interviews, observations, and a variety of documents.  Interview data 
were validated by using the member check process, and multiple sources and participants (See 
Figure 2). 
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Participants and Site 
Purposeful sampling occurs when the researcher intentionally selects the participants 
and/or site to be studied based on specific criteria and a central phenomenon (Creswell, 2005; 
Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998).  One goal of purposeful sampling is to “deliberately examine 
cases that are critical for the theories that you began the study with, or that you have 
subsequently developed” (Maxwell, p. 90).  
The phenomenon examined in this case study was capacity building.  It was necessary to 
choose a school that met the research requirements.  The prerequisites were:  First, the school 
had failed to make adequate yearly progress in the past and was consequently placed on the 
NCLB school improvement list.  Second, the school had raised test scores and made AYP gains 
for at least three consecutive years. Third, the school should have in place reform efforts 
designed specifically to increase student achievement and make adequate yearly progress. 
Fourth, the principal of the selected school needed to have been in place when the school was 
first implementing the reform efforts and change initiatives. Last, the school needed to be 
willing to participate in the proposed study. Cottonwood Elementary was the only school in the 
county that met the necessary criteria. This was determined by the Research and Evaluation 
Department of Brace County Schools. 
Site participants included members of the leadership team, specifically, the principal and 
assistant principal, teachers from all grade levels and the curriculum coaches.  Interviews were 
conducted with all participants.  Teachers who were present when the reform initiatives were 
implemented were interviewed. Additional teachers, employed for various lengths in the 
building were also interviewed to get the most accurate picture of the present day-to-day and 
long term initiatives enacted at Cottonwood Elementary.    
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Data Collection 
 Yin (2003) listed multiple sources of evidence as a primary principle in case study data 
collection. “A major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use many 
different sources of evidence” (p. 97).  Sources of evidence used most frequently in qualitative 
research are documents, observations, and interviews (Creswell, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 
1990). Maxwell (2005) stated, “Your methods are means to answering your research questions” 
(p. 92).  Table 2 explains in more detail how each of the sources of evidence used in this study, 
specifically interviews, documents, and observations, were used to answer the proposed 
research questions. 
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Table 2 
Matrix Of Research Questions and Data Sources 
Questions Documents Interviews Observations 
What initiatives were 
implemented at 
Cottonwood 
Elementary School in 
order to get off the 
NCLB school 
improvement list?   
 
School Improvement 
Plans, data notebooks, 
staff and student 
handbooks, schedules, 
agendas from staff and 
PLC (Professional 
Learning Community) 
meetings, reports from 
grade level and 
administrative 
meetings, memos, 
parent newsletters, 
administrative 
newsletter to staff The 
Scoop, behavior goal 
analysis reports, 
weekly attendance 
analysis reports, lesson 
plan summaries, walk-
about forms, 
administrator survey 
results, data reports, 
SWIS reports, email 
correspondence 
Principal and Assistant 
principal, teachers, 
curriculum coaches 
Staff meetings, grade 
level meetings, PLC 
meetings, classrooms, 
administrative team 
meetings, principal, 
professional 
development, 2 days of 
administrative 
observations 
What evidence of the 
components of capacity 
building, as defined by 
Newmann, King and 
Youngs (2000), can be 
found at Cottonwood 
Elementary School?  
 
School Improvement 
Plans, data notebooks, 
staff and student 
handbooks, schedules, 
agendas from staff and 
PLC (Professional 
Learning Community) 
meetings, reports from 
grade level and 
administrative 
meetings, memos, 
parent newsletters, 
administrative 
newsletter to staff The 
Scoop, behavior goal 
analysis reports, 
weekly attendance 
analysis reports, lesson 
plan summaries, walk-
about forms, 
administrator survey 
results, data reports, 
SWIS reports, email 
correspondence 
Principal and Assistant 
principal, teachers, 
curriculum coaches 
Staff meetings, grade 
level meetings, PLC 
meetings, classrooms, 
administrative team 
meetings, principal, 
professional 
development, 2 days of 
administrative 
observations 
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Interviews 
Yin (2003) stated, “One of the most important sources of case study information is the 
interview” (p. 89). Merriam (1998) pointed out the main purpose of an interview is to obtain a 
special kind of information.  There are multiple types of interviews that could be used by a 
researcher to obtain the information needed for a research study.  I used a semi-structured 
interview to interview the administrators, teachers, and curriculum coaches at Cottonwood 
Elementary.   
“The very virtue of qualitative interviews is their openness” (Kvale, 1996, p. 84). This 
thought is echoed by Merriam (1998) who defined a semi-structured interview as a mix of 
questions that are more and less structured with the largest part of the interview guided by a list 
of questions or issues to be explored by the participant.  Similarly, Creswell (2005) defined 
semi-structured interviews as, “interviews in which the researcher asks some questions that are 
closed and some that are open ended” (p. 598).  According to Creswell, open-ended questions 
allow the participants to voice their experiences and allow the interviewee to create options for 
responding. Each group of participants was asked the same questions.  This type of standardized 
open-ended interview, according to Patton (1990), has participants answer the same questions in 
order to increase the comparability of the responses.  Patton defined the standardized open-
ended interview as follows: “The exact wording and sequence of questions are determined in 
advance.  All interviewees are asked the same basic questions in the same order.  Questions are 
worded in a completely open-ended format” (p. 288). 
Maxwell (2005) explained the difference between research questions and interview 
questions. Research questions help you organize what you want to understand from your study, 
while the interview questions are what you ask people to gain that understanding.  In order to 
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best answer my research questions I designed interview questions that correlated to both of my 
research questions.  
 The questions asked were one of six types of interview questions.  Patton (1990) 
described these types of questions as experience/behavior, opinion/values, feeling, knowledge, 
sensory, and background /demographic.  Table 3 delineates the type of interview questions 
asked in this study.  The interview protocols for teachers, administration, and the curriculum 
coach can be found in Appendices A, B, and C. 
Table 3 
Interview Question Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interviews were conducted at Cottonwood Elementary. The number of participants was 
not predetermined as it depended on the number of interviews needed to reach saturation. In the 
end, 11 interviews were conducted, which included teachers from various grade levels, the 
Type of Interview 
Question 
Administrator 
Interview 
Protocol 
Teacher 
Interview 
Protocol 
Curriculum 
Coach 
Experience/Behavior A-7, A-8, A-
9, A-12, A-
13, A-14, A-
15, A-16, A-
17, A-18, A-
19, A-20 
T-3, T-4, T-5, 
T-11, T-12a, 
T-12b, T-12c, 
T-15, T-16, T-
18, T-20 
C-3, C-5, C-6, 
C-7, C-9, C-
10, C-11, C-
12, C-13 
Opinion/Value A-10, T-6, T-7, T-8, 
T-9, T-10, T-
14,  
C-4, C-8,  
Knowledge A-6, A-11 T-13, T-17, T-
19 
C-14, C-15 
Background/ 
Demographics 
A-1, A-2, A-
3, A-4, A-5 
T-1, T-2 C-1, C-2 
 
Key 
A= 
Administrator 
T= Teacher 
 
C= 
Curriculum 
Coach 
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reading intervention program, principal and assistant principal, and curriculum coaches. The 
interviews took place either after school or during designated planning periods for the teachers, 
administration and/or curriculum coaches. The length of the interviews ranged from 45 minutes 
to one hour. Interviews were recorded and transcribed by a third party. (For descriptions on each 
participant see Table 4). 
Follow-up interviews were conducted with the seven classrooms teachers interviewed 
during the data collection process. This was necessary in order to clarify a consistent theme that 
presented itself while analyzing the interviews. As the interviews were analyzed a prevalent 
theme of responsibility, expectation and accountability was exhibited. In order to best determine 
which component of capacity building these themes belonged to, the dialogue with teachers was 
extended. The interview protocol for follow-up interviews can be found in Appendix D. 
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Table 4 
Description of Participants 
Participant 
 
Age Range Years at 
Cottonwood 
Job Description 
Sara Wright Late 30s 7 Principal 
Elaine Renfro Early 50s 18 First Grade 
Lucy Ash Late 20s 7.5 Kindergarten 
Lana Lamon Late 30s 7.5 Fourth Grade 
Judy Womack Late 20s 9 Second Grade 
Lily Sneeder Late 30s 7 Literacy Coach 
Varanda Bell Late 20s 3 Fifth Grade 
Grace Corin Early 20s 7 First Grade 
Louise Turner Early 40s 3 Assistant Principal 
Jane Sarandon Early 50s 9 Curriculum Coach 
Mac Waldes Mid 50s 10 plus Reading Instructor 
Gail Lynn Late 40s 9 Third Grade 
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Documents 
 In addition to interviews, documents were also collected and analyzed during the study. 
Creswell (2005) defined documents as “public and private records that qualitative researchers 
obtain about a site or participants in a study and can include newspapers, minutes of meetings, 
personal journals, and letters” (p. 219).  Additionally, Merriam (1998) described documents as 
“a wide range of written, visual, and physical material relevant to the study at hand” (p. 112). 
Merriam listed the three types of major documents used in a qualitative study as public records, 
personal documents, and physical material. 
 There are strengths to incorporating documents in the research process.  Both Yin (2003) 
and Merriam (1998) cited the stability of documents as a strength. Merriam felt the advantage in 
using documents is that the presence of the researcher does not alter the evidence. Additionally, 
Creswell (2005) stated the advantage of using documents comes from the fact they are in the 
words of the participants who have given thoughtful attention to them.  
While there are advantages to using documents in the data collection process, Yin 
(2003) and Merriam (1998) also discussed the weakness of using documents.  Merriam warned 
the researcher must keep an open mind when it comes to discovering useful documents and be 
open to discrepancies that could be found during analyzing.  Yin listed the following 
weaknesses of collecting documents: biased selectivity on the part of the researcher, blocked 
access, and a potential reporting bias.  However, Yin, Merriam, and Creswell (2005) agreed that 
collecting and analyzing documents is a necessary and important part of qualitative research.  
Yin summarized this by stating, “Documentary information is likely to be relevant to every case 
study topic” (p. 85). 
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Documents collected for this research study included, but were not limited to, previous 
and present School Improvement Plans, data notebooks, staff and student handbooks, agendas 
from staff and PLC (Professional Learning Community) meetings, reports from grade level and 
administrative meetings, memos, parent newsletters, administrative newsletter to staff The 
Scoop, behavior goal analysis reports, weekly attendance analysis reports, lesson plan 
summaries, walk-about forms, administrator survey results, data reports, SWIS reports, and e-
mail correspondence.  Due to the grant opportunities awarded Cottonwood Elementary School 
over the past six years, detailed notes and documents have been kept and were accessible  
throughout the data collection process.  
Observations 
Patton (1990) stated, “The data from observations consist of detailed descriptions of 
people’s activities, behaviors, actions, and the full range of interpersonal interactions and 
organizational processes that are part of observable human experience” (p. 10).  Maxwell (2005) 
added to this by stating observations are important because they allow the researcher to 
understand someone’s perspective that could not be obtained through interviews and documents 
only.   
According to Creswell (2005), observations require the researcher to adopt a role as an 
observer.  The role I adopted was the role of a nonparticipant observer.  Creswell defined this 
observer as one who, “visits a site and records notes without becoming involved in the activities 
of the participants” (p. 212).  Merriam (1998) added in regards to the nonparticipant observer, 
“The researcher’s observer activities, which are known to the group, are subordinate to the 
researcher’s role as a participant” (p. 101).  In this role the researcher is involved in the setting’s 
central activities, but without fully committing themselves to the members’ values and goals 
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(Merriam). Specifically, I observed three staff meetings, two leadership meetings, classrooms, 
grade level meetings, and PLC meetings at each grade level, administrative team meetings, an 
after-school professional development workshop, and other school related functions relating to 
the school improvement goals and plan.  Additionally, I shadowed the administration for two 
days. 
During the observation process, I used field notes to record the information gathered.  
Merriam (1998) described field notes as being analogous to the interview transcript.  Creswell 
(2005) defined field notes as the words recorded by the researcher during an observation. These 
field notes were personally transcribed by and analyzed throughout the data collection process. 
Data Analysis 
 “The purpose of analysis is to bring meaning, structure, and order to data” (Anfara, 
Brown, & Mangione, 2002). The qualitative researcher faces the overwhelming and often 
difficult task of analyzing data (Anfara et al., 2002; Creswell, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 
1990). Merriam described data collection and analysis in qualitative research as an interactive 
and simultaneous process where analysis begins with the first interview, observation, or 
document. Using the constant comparative method, the interviews, documents, and field notes 
were analyzed through an iterative process. Merriam (1998) described this method by stating: 
The basic strategy of the method is to do just what its name implies− constantly 
compare. The researcher begins with a particular incident from an interview, field notes, 
or document and compares it with another incident in the same set of data or in another 
set. These comparisons lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other 
and to other instances. Comparisons are constantly made within and between levels of 
conceptualization until a theory can be formulated. (p. 159) 
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The data from all sources were coded manually. Merriam (1998) defined coding as 
“assigning some short hand designation to various aspects of your data so that you can easily 
retrieve specific pieces of the data” (p. 164). After the initial coding process was complete, 
codes were combined and put into categories. Finally, those categories and themes were used 
for the development or advancement of theory. Table 5 highlights the iterative process for the 
second research question using the model from Anfara et al. (2002).  
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Table 5 
 
Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis  
Third Iteration: Application to Data Set 
Code Mapping for Examining A School’s Reform Efforts Through Capacity Building 
 
What evidence of the components of capacity building, as defined by Newmann, King and Youngs (2000), can be 
found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
Themes: 2a, 2b, 2c, 2d, 2e, 2f 
Second Iteration: Pattern Variables−Components 
2a Teacher Knowledge, Skill, and Disposition 
2b Professional Community 
2c Program Coherence 
2d Technical Resources 
2e Leadership 
2f Internal Accountability 
First Iteration: Initial Codes/Surface Content Analysis 
2a best practice         2d money 
2a classroom management      2d resources      
2a teacher knowledge of curriculum     2d grant    
2a curriculum support      2d availability of resources 
2a focus on literacy      
2a instructional strategies     2e visibility  
       2e organization  
2b professional development     2e structure    
  
2b assessments                    2e clear expectations 
2b effective PLC                2e communication 
2b coaching      2e availability 
2b data       2e respect 
2b modeling      2e effective 
       2e support 
2c vision       
2c mission      2f motivation 
2c goal alignment     2f responsibility 
2c school-wide goals     2f ownership 
2c focus         2f accountability 
       2f obligation 
       2f expectations of self 
Data: Interviews                                 Data: Observations                               Data: 
Documents 
 
Adapted from “Qualitative Analysis on Stage: Making the Research Process More Public,” by 
V. Anfara, K. Brown, and T. Mangione, 2002, Educational Researcher, 31, p. 32. Copyright 
2002 by the American Educational Research Association. 
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Verification Methods 
 Several practices were in place to verify the trustworthiness or internal validity of the 
data.  One way to test the trustworthiness of the data is to use triangulation methods throughout 
the analysis process.  Triangulation is defined by Creswell (2005) as “the process of 
corroborating evidence from different individuals, types of data, or methods of data collection in 
descriptions and themes in qualitative research” (p. 600).   
Triangulation methods used in this study included utilizing multiple sources of evidence 
such as documents, interviews, and observations (See Figure 3). Additionally this study used 
multiple participant groups to verify information (See Figure 4).  Administrative team members, 
teachers, and a curriculum coach were interviewed.  Finally, member checks were used to 
ascertain if the results were plausible. Creswell (2005) defined member checks as “a qualitative 
process during which the researcher asks one or more participants in the study to check the 
accuracy of the account” (p. 594).  
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Figure 4. Triangulation: Using multiple participant groups. 
 
Conclusion 
 In order to best answer the two research questions posed in this qualitative study, a 
single-site, instrumental case study that was exploratory in nature was employed.  Interviews, 
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observations, and documents were used to collect data. Data were informally analyzed, as they 
were collected. However, data were more formally analyzed after the data collection was 
complete. Multiple triangulation methods were used to determine trustworthiness.  These 
included member checks, using multiple sources of data, and using multiple participants in the 
study.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS FOR RESEARCH QUESTION 1 
Introduction 
This chapter answers the first of the two research questions: What initiatives were 
implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the school from the NCLB school 
improvement list? The chapter begins with the context in which the study takes place, then 
discusses the reform efforts put in place in order to improve academic achievement at the 
school, and ends with a concluding discussion. Chapter 5 presents a discussion of the findings 
and analysis answering the second research question: What evidence of the components of 
capacity building, as defined by Newmann et al., (2000), can be found at Cottonwood 
Elementary School?  
The findings in Chapters 4 and 5 were based on an analysis of data from three sources: 
interviews, observations, and documents. Interviews were conducted at Cottonwood Elementary 
School with classroom teachers, the principal and assistant principal, and curriculum coaches. 
Details on each of the participants will be given the first time they are introduced in the chapter. 
The reader is encouraged to revisit Table 4 located in Chapter 3 for a thorough description of 
the participants. It is important for the reader to know that all names have been changed and a 
pseudonym for the school and the school system will be used. Documents collected for the 
study included, but were not limited to, previous and present School Improvement Plans, data 
notebooks, staff and student handbooks, schedules, agendas from staff and PLC (Professional 
Learning Community) meetings, reports from grade level and administrative meetings, memos, 
parent newsletters, administrative newsletter to staff The Scoop, behavior goal analysis reports, 
weekly attendance analysis reports, lesson plan summaries, walk-about forms, administrator 
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survey results, data reports, office referral reports, and e-mail correspondence. Observations 
were recorded as field notes. I had the opportunity to observe three staff meetings, two 
leadership meetings, classrooms from each grade level, grade level meetings at each grade level 
and other school related functions relating to the school improvement goals and plan.  
Additionally, I shadowed the administrators for two days.  See Chapter 3 for a more detailed 
description of the data collection methods and procedures. 
Context 
With the help of the Research and Evaluation Department in Brace County Schools, 
Cottonwood Elementary was identified as a school meeting the necessary criteria for this study.  
First, the school had failed to make adequate yearly progress in the past and was consequently 
placed on the NCLB school improvement list.  Second, the school had raised test scores and 
made AYP gains for at least three consecutive years. Third, the school implemented reform 
efforts designed specifically to increase student achievement and make adequate yearly 
progress. Fourth, the principal of the selected school was in place when the school was first 
implementing the reform efforts and change initiatives. Last, the school was willing to 
participate in the proposed study.   
Cottonwood Elementary is an urban school in the Brace County school system located in 
East Tennessee. According to the Cottonwood Elementary Tennessee School Improvement Plan 
Process (TSIPP), the school serves students in grades kindergarten through fifth grade. It is 
considered a Title 1 school with 85% of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch price. The 
population includes a high percentage of at-risk students and families in crisis.  The population 
of 422 students is approximately 48% white, 42% African American, 7% Hispanic, 1.50% 
Asian and .50% American Indian. The school has 33 students who qualify for special education, 
 78 
which constitutes 7% of their population. Twenty-three students qualify for English as Second 
Language services, which is 5.5% of the total population. Approximately 45% of the students 
live in public housing or federally subsidized, single-family housing.  Nearly half of the 
students have documented family problems including abuse, neglect, exposure to drugs and 
violence, incarceration of a parent, financial struggles, and/or homelessness. The Department of 
Human Services is involved with a large majority of the families. Additionally, single mothers, 
grandmothers, and/or other extended family members serve as primary caregivers for many of 
Cottonwood’s students. The mobility rate among students at the school is 41.6% (Cottonwood 
Elementary Tennessee School Improvement Plan Process, 2009, pp. 10-12). 
The Cottonwood Elementary TSIPP reported the school’s faculty consists of one 
principal, one assistant principal, an administrative assistant, a curriculum and instruction 
facilitator, one literacy coach, 26 regular education classroom teachers, one resource teacher, 
one Solutions teacher (i.e., a highly, structured, comprehensive support program designed to 
encourage pro-social behaviors), three Comprehensive Development Classroom teachers, a Pre-
Kindergarten teacher, and four Title I teachers.  Also on the faculty are a language/reading 
specialist, two Reading Recovery teachers, one technology specialist, and seven full-time 
teacher assistants. All faculty members diligently work together to make sure each child has the 
opportunity to be successful in school.  
Among the certified staff, 50% hold a bachelor's degree, 49% hold a master's degree and 
one has attained an EdS. Most of the certified staff members are female (97%). The support 
staff consists of one full-time secretary, one part-time bookkeeper, four cafeteria workers, and 
three custodians.  Several certified specialists augment and enhance the efforts of the 
Cottonwood’s faculty on a part- or full-time basis.  These specialists include a music teacher, 
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physical education teacher, art teacher, librarian, Gifted and Talented Coach, psychologist, 
intervention specialist, occupational therapist, physical therapist, audiologist, hearing specialist, 
vision specialist, English as a Second Language instructor, and a speech teacher.   An 
attendance/social worker helps the staff address the tardiness and absences of the students. This 
year, the guidance counselor became a full-time addition to Cottonwood Elementary School. A 
school nurse makes weekly visits to the school and is on call for any emergency or crisis for 
which her services are needed (TSIPP, p. 12).  
Although Cottonwood provides a safe haven for the students entering the building, the 
physical structure of the school is in poor condition.  The school was built in 1917 and was 
constructed with dark brown and red bricks with dark brown trim. There are 18 classrooms and 
11 portable classrooms joined by four hallways that make-up the campus. There are 12 exterior 
doors, two playgrounds, one soccer field, and an enclosed courtyard (Field Notes, May 24, 
2010).   
While observing the administration, I heard about some renovations being made to the 
building. New improvements have and are taking place to the physical structure of the building 
including: a new roof, air conditioners, parking lot, Internet access in the portable buildings, and 
a cover for the outside walkways. Recently, the front hallways and office have been painted. 
Updated landscaping has taken place in the courtyard.  These renovations have occurred 
because of Brace County's maintenance department, a grant from Home Depot, as well as local 
businesses and volunteers (Field Notes, May 24, 2010). 
According to the TSIPP, Cottonwood’s community is made up of low-income houses as 
well as housing projects.  Many businesses surround the campus as well as a local swimming 
pool for the community to enjoy.  Very few students walk to school due to the lack of sidewalks 
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to the surrounding houses and a four-way intersection that connects the school to the housing 
projects. 
A School at a Crossroads 
 When the principal of Cottonwood Elementary, Sara Wright, was appointed in January 
of 2004, the school was at a crossroads. The 39-year-old Caucasian administrator is a petite 
woman who moves about quickly. Energetic and organized, Sara can be described as efficient 
and purposeful. She began her time at Cottonwood Elementary mid-year when the school’s 
behavior referrals were at an all-time high and test scores were at an all-time low. Sara stated, 
when she surveyed the scene she knew she had to move fast. She has not slowed down in the 
seven years she has been at Cottonwood. A self-described workaholic, Sara has moved quickly 
up the administrative ranks during her time working in Brace County. Sara left an assistant 
principalship in January of 2004 to become the new principal of Cottonwood Elementary 
knowing she was heading into a high-pressure situation. Sara will tell you that she is not afraid 
of a challenge. In fact, she thrives on pushing herself to learn and grow.  
January 2011 marked Sara’s seventh year as principal of Cottonwood Elementary. Sara 
describes herself as someone who was always meant to devote her life to children. Described by 
her staff as: “a fire ball, a task master, supportive, organized, a burst of energy, and someone 
who means business,” she has earned the respect of the staff and faculty in her seven years as 
the principal of Cottonwood Elementary. Her experience is only with high poverty and urban 
schools, something she describes as her mission in life.  Sara taught special education in an 
urban school for six years before taking a position with the county as a Curriculum and 
Instruction Facilitator.  Her special education and curriculum background is what she credits as 
preparing her to be the instructional leader she has grown to be in her time at Cottonwood. With 
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only a year of administrative experience (as an assistant principal) behind her, Sara was 32 
years old when she was asked to go to Cottonwood Elementary to be the principal. She knew 
the job would be stressful and challenging, but she says she was thrilled to have the opportunity.  
She stated,  
All I have ever wanted to do was serve children in urban and high poverty areas. It is my 
mission in life. If it is a challenge, and it forces me to grow as an instructional leader– 
then even better! I knew I had a lot of folks watching me because of my age or because 
of the situation we were in. I was ready for what was ahead! 
In January of 2004, the county chose Cottonwood Elementary to be one of three schools 
to receive the Reading First grant. Beginning in August of 2004, Reading First was a federal 
grant funded through NCLB that targeted professional development and SBRR (Scientifically 
Based Reading Research) instruction and assessment. This was a departure in the way the 
school and staff had been previously teaching literacy.  Originally slated to last for three years, 
the Reading First grant was extended another three years in August of 2007 due to the success 
of the school. This six year grant provided the school with $250,000 each year of 
implementation. 
The challenges and immediate goals ahead of Sara Wright and her faculty were to tackle 
school-wide discipline and behavior problems, improve attendance rates, raise low-test scores, 
face impending NCLB requirements, and begin implementing a federal grant focusing on 
literacy instruction. The issues facing the school were immediate and pressing. The objectives at 
hand were not overwhelming to Sara, who says she immediately knew what she needed to do.  
Sara Wright’s immediate focus and goal was to get the behavior under control at the 
school in order to begin a strategic emphasis on literacy through the Reading First grant. The 
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2003-2004 school year saw 1,591 office referrals come through the office. The 2004-2005 
school year continued the trend of negative behavior with 1,584 office referrals. The 
administration felt that in order to move forward and increase academic achievement the issue 
of behavior in the building must be addressed. Attendance was a problem as well. In 2004, the 
school’s attendance rate was at 92%. In order to meet federal NCLB requirements, the 
attendance rate must be above 93%. 
As mentioned previously, in 2004, when Principal Sara Wright began her tenure, the 
school’s standardized test scores were critically low. Table 6 offers a glimpse at the academic 
challenges facing Sara and the Cottonwood Elementary faculty at that time. The school, 
according to the NCLB legislation, was targeted in reading, math and attendance. The school’s 
immediate, as well as long-term, goal included removing itself from the NCLB list, which 
would result in an increase in student achievement.  
Table 6 
Percent of Students Proficient, 2002-2003 
 
 
 
When Sara began as principal in January of 2004, the school had been labeled as a 
targeted school, according to NCLB legislation. As Sara completed her first semester at 
Cottonwood Elementary, the school would move into School Improvement I, High Priority, in 
reading and math. 
As defined by the law, each school and school district must make progress in each of the 
four subgroups (e.g., race/ethnicity, economically disadvantaged, students with disabilities, and 
Reading 48.6 
Math 43.5 
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limited English proficient).  In Tennessee, the minimum number required for each subgroup to 
be counted is 45. Schools failing to make adequate yearly progress in one or more of the four 
subgroups are faced with punitive measures as defined by NCLB. 
The first year a school does not make progress in at least one of its subgroups it is 
labeled a “target school”.  There are no sanctions for target schools. The Tennessee Department 
of Education website (2005) states, “The Department of Education offers technical assistance to 
help keep target schools from becoming high priority schools.” 
When schools fail to make progress for two years in a row, the school then becomes a 
school “in need of improvement”. The sanctions for schools at this stage are designed to help 
support them as they attempt to make gains. According to The Tennessee Accountability Chart 
(2004) one of these sanctions includes being publically identified as failing and in need of 
improvement.  Additionally, school officials must develop a two-year school improvement plan.  
The state will also provide an outside expert to be assigned to struggling schools.  The expert’s 
job is to assist the schools with curriculum needs. Last, “school choice” goes into effect. With 
the option of school choice, parents of students who attend failing schools can opt to send their 
children to higher performing schools. 
The third year a school does not make improvement they are labeled “schools of notice”. 
According to The Tennessee Accountability Chart (2004), the State Department must give their 
approval of state discretionary grants to schools listed as failing.  There is also continued 
technical assistance through outside experts given to these schools.  Parents must be notified of 
their rights as parents of students who attend failing schools and all previous options for school 
choice are still in place. There is a continued revision of the school improvement plan.  
Supplemental services are provided to the students of these schools.  
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 In a school’s fourth year as failing, it is described to be in its Probation year. At this 
level the State must approve the system’s allocation of funds to schools. Additionally, a local 
review committee is appointed to review and approve school improvement plans. As with 
previous years, parents are given the option to transfer their children to higher performing 
schools and have their children receive supplemental services. New to the list of sanctions is a 
performance contract for the principal of schools in this category. Last, schools must implement 
at least one Corrective Action.  According to the Tennessee Accountability Chart (2004), the 
Corrective Action options are to “replace the staff, implement a new curriculum, significantly 
decrease management authority at the school, appoint an outside expert and to reorganize the 
internal organization” (p. 72). 
 In its fifth year as a failing school, schools are considered schools of “corrective action”.  
Here, according to the Tennessee Accountability Chart (2004), the state will approve the school 
system’s allocation of financial resources to the school, approve the allocation of personnel 
resources of the school, present the options for alternative governance, and continue all other 
sanctions put in place in the previous years (p. 72). 
 Finally, if no improvement has been made, schools are considered to be under 
“Alternative Governance”.  The Tennessee Accountability Chart (2004) lists this as the final 
stage of the accountability process.  Here the Commissioner “assumes any and all powers of 
governance of the school” (The Tennessee Accountability Chart, p. 72).  The accountability 
chart lists these as the options for Alternative Governance for the school: The school may 
reopen as a public charter school, replace all or most of relevant school staff, contract with a 
private management company, or implement any other major restructuring.  
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 With the school in School Improvement I, High Priority in reading and math, Sara 
Wright began her first full year at Cottonwood Elementary with a strategic plan. She was 
dealing with serious behavior issues, implementing a federal grant, low attendance rates, low 
test scores, and NCLB mandates. Additionally, she knew changing the culture of the school 
would be essential. It is with these issues hanging over her head, she began to put together the 
initiatives and reform efforts necessary to increase student achievement. 
 Knowing the school was at a crossroads, and the challenges at hand were significant and 
pressure-filled, Sara and her assistant principal at the time began to formulate an immediate plan 
of action. The administrators chose to focus on four initiatives: behavior and the structure of the 
building, attendance, literacy through professional development, and data and accountability. It 
was through these areas the team hoped to steadily gain control over the building and increase 
student achievement. 
Focus on Behavior and Structure of Building 
 When Sara Wright walked through the doors of Cottonwood Elementary for the first 
time, she described the experience as shocking. School-wide there was a lack of structure and 
organization that was contributing to the high number of office referrals. Students appeared to 
have control of the building, and teachers had given up trying to regain power. Sara and her 
administrative team knew that getting student behavior controlled was going to be the 
immediate goal. She explained: 
Immediately the goals were behavior.  It was out of control, so that was the first goal 
after being here for six months I knew I had. There wasn’t a lot of change that I wanted 
to do right at the front, but that was one I knew that I could begin to work on and begin 
to investigate.  Once school started back the following year and I had the complete year, 
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the full year under me, I knew that was where I needed to start.  We had over 1,500 
office referrals documented for that first year that I was here. There was absolutely no 
teaching going on because of that.  
Elaine Renfro, a first grade teacher at Cottonwood, who had been teaching in the 
building for 18 years, described the daily routines before Sara Wright’s tenure as principal as 
“crazy and unorganized.” Specifically, she gave the example of bus duty in the mornings before 
school and dismissal at the end of the day. In her interviews she shared,  
I love bus duty now.  Well, I wouldn’t say I love it, but now compared to what it used to 
be, you know fights and crazy, and running around in the gym. Now you come in the 
gym; it’s organized.  Everybody knows that they sit here, here, here, here.  They know 
they line up if they go to breakfast.  They’re checked off to go to breakfast.  Before it 
was just chaos, I mean Sara has just totally changed all that.  The discipline here is just 
phenomenal.  She takes care of your discipline problems, and that is one of the things I 
like about this school. Dismissal in the afternoons is very structured.  Used to be they 
would call the bus and everybody goes flying down the hall, you know, running over 
each other, crazy.  It was crazy. Now there are teachers placed around the building to 
make sure that they are walking up the silver line, and you know it is just so organized.  
Supporting Elaine Renfro’s observations was Judy Womack, a Caucasian female in her late 20s 
who had been at Cottonwood Elementary for nine years. She said, “We spent a lot of time 
yelling at the kids, which didn’t do any good.”  She continued, “Things were not structured, 
they were crazy. In the mornings before school and at the end of the day we just spent our time 
trying to get control of the kids and yelling.” 
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 Literacy Coach, Lily Sneeder, joined the administrative team at Cottonwood Elementary 
with the Reading First Grant. Lily, a Caucasian female in her late 30s, was an integral part of 
the administrative team. She was an essential component of the meetings where the initial goals 
and initiatives were set.  She said, 
Well we had a few goals at that point.  We had an attendance goal.  We had a behavior 
goal, which was huge, and I would be quite honest to say that our behavior goal had to 
come first before any other goal could be attained.  If you go back and look at our data, 
we really went from the year of 2003 to 2004, there were over a 1,000 office referrals in 
this building, and it was chaos, I mean literally.  Sara said when she began as the 
principal in January it was a nightmare.  She was like teachers couldn’t teach, kids 
couldn’t function.  There were no strict policies. So Sara implemented, at the beginning 
of Reading First, the school-wide discipline policy points. Allowing our teachers to gain 
some control and to kind of be systematic about how discipline works in our building 
then freed us up to really focus on the instructional parts that we needed to focus on 
which was reading.  
Realizing, her teachers could not teach or begin to look at their instructional practices 
without modifying the students’ behaviors, Sara Wright asked her teachers to implement a 
school-wide discipline program called the Classroom Organization and Management Program 
(COMP). The program focused on classroom management techniques and organization 
strategies for teachers. It was mandated that all teachers participate. Sara made it clear that the 
point system was to be implemented school-wide in every classroom and at every grade level. 
This was important for several reasons. It was critical that all teachers be consistent with the 
way students were disciplined. It sent a clear message to the students that appropriate behavior 
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was expected. It allowed Sara, the teachers, and the administrative team to work with each 
grade level in an equitable manner.  As students were promoted to the next grade, the 
expectations were the same as the year before. Students knew what to expect as they walked 
through the doors from year to year. They did not have to learn new rules and procedures, 
immediately they knew what was expected. 
Second grade teacher, Judy Womack, was especially impressed with the results of 
implementing the management strategies of COMP. She had this to say about COMP and the 
school-wide discipline policies: 
Yes, COMP helped a lot, too.  The school-wide discipline chart has helped a lot because 
when the previous principal was here, we, well I know my class, just decided what you 
wanted to use in your class for discipline, and I used, because all the other second grades 
did, the red, yellow and green cards.  Oh, that did not work because they could be on red 
by 9:00 a.m. and then you’re ruined for the rest of the day. But towards the end of the 
year or maybe even in the middle, I was like OK, I’m going to start everybody on red 
and have them earn their way to green, which kind of worked. It was just really rough. I 
definitely was relieved when the changes were put in place. I was even more relieved 
when I realized we were all doing the same thing.  
 With a school-wide discipline program in place Sara returned for her first full year and 
turned her focus towards the structure and organization of the building. Schedules, blocks of 
designated instruction and planning time, and school-wide policies and procedures were 
implemented. These schedules, policies, and procedures were firm fixtures and non-negotiable 
at Cottonwood. Sara and her team implemented daily schedules for each grade level in August 
of 2004 when teachers returned back on contract. Teachers were given designated times when 
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subject areas were to be taught, when to take bathroom breaks, times for recess and other breaks 
and activities. These schedules were strictly adhered to, and Sara asked for each minute of the 
day to be accounted for by her staff.  
 Schedules handed to staff at the beginning of the year included: the staff calendar, 
master schedule, special area schedule, Brace County calendar, lunch schedule, recess schedule, 
bathroom break schedule, breakfast duty schedule, bulletin board schedule, potluck lunch 
schedule, assessment and progress monitoring schedules, Student Teacher Improvement 
Meeting (STIM) schedules, and teaching assistant schedules (Staff Handbook, Section 5, pp. 1-
17). These schedules were easy to read, offer detailed explanations of responsibilities involved, 
had specific dates and times, and were planned August through May.  
 Fifth grade teacher, Varanda Bell, a Caucasian female in her late 20’s, discussed the 
schedules in her interview. Varanda was not employed at Cottonwood before Sara became the 
administrator. She had this to say about the structured scheduling,  
We are very, very structured.  That’s one thing that this school is, you know, really 
based on a structure.  At the beginning of the year it feels like you’re given a million 
schedules.  Like this is where you need to be and when you need to be there, and 
especially like the instruction during the day, if you’re suppose to start math at 11:05 
and they walk in at 11:06 and you’re still doing reading, they’ll ask you why are you still 
doing reading.  Everything is planned where there is the least amount of people as 
possible in the hallways at certain times, and you know you walk down the center of the 
hallway. It’s very, very structured.  You have a certain time you have to be there and 
you need to be there at that time, and you always know what’s expected of you and 
when you should be doing it.  
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Sara uses her weekly newsletter to remind teachers to adhere to the schedules and 
expectations set. In a January 2010 issue, Sara urged her staff to begin the new semester as 
focused and structured as they were before the winter break.  She wrote: 
As we begin the new semester we need to remember why we are here. Please remember 
that instruction should begin promptly at 8:00. A 90-minute reading block actually 
means 90 minutes of instruction. Also, we need to be engaged with our students and not 
performing clerical duties while the students are in the classrooms. These things should 
be done during planning periods or after the students leave for the day. We need to 
tighten up on our instruction, which is evident by our recent test scores. We need to start 
the new year off on the right foot! 
A kindergarten teacher explained the benefits of the structure of the building in a grade 
level meeting. She said, “I love that it is like clockwork here. You know where everybody is 
supposed to be, what is going on, who is where and when, and it is really consistent. I feel it 
helps with discipline and the kids expect the structure now. I can’t believe we ever did it any 
other way” (Field Notes, May 19, 2010). 
 Getting used to the strict schedule and policies of the building was not easy. Elaine 
Renfro struggled with the new structure. She remembered,  
We struggled to get used to the schedules. It was hard to be somewhere on time all the 
time and follow the structure. But now, I can’t believe I ever just taught what I wanted, 
when I wanted, and took the kids wherever and whenever. No wonder I was struggling 
with classroom management and discipline.  
 When asked to describe the day-to-day operations of the building now, Grace Corin, a 
Caucasian, first grade teacher in her late 20’s, had this to say: 
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Everything is very structured and you never have to guess what you should be doing, 
you know; it’s in the morning you do this, in the afternoon you do this.  In the classroom 
you do this, this, this, this.  When you’re leaving home you do this. There is no way to 
not know what you are suppose to be doing at any time, so you can’t get confused 
because “well I didn’t know,” no, you did know.  The schedule, the structure of this 
schedule, is set in stone.  
It is important to note, that out of the eight classroom teachers interviewed for this study, all 
mentioned the structure, organization, and scheduling of the activities in the building during 
their interviews. All spoke of the tight scheduling and focused structure of the building as a 
positive initiative, one that enhanced the tone of the building and allowed them to be successful 
in their jobs of educating children. 
As the staff became used to the schedules and routines, Sara felt it was important to 
model how the teachers and students should be utilizing their time. Additionally, she felt it was 
important they understood why they were being asked to stick to such a strict schedule. 
Assistant principal Louise Turner is a Caucasian female in her early 40s.  Louise has been at 
Cottonwood Elementary for three years. Her experience is with urban schools. She has a laid 
back personality which contrasts the quick pace kept by Sara. She had this to say about the 
scheduling and organization in the building: 
I know I was not here at this point, but, she (Sara) has told me, that when she first got 
here, that she actually did things like stand in the hallway with a stopwatch and time the 
class changes and transitions. So that she could say we’re wasting five minutes a day 
transitioning from point A to point B.  Over the course of a year that adds up to X 
number of minutes. And within that same meeting was a discussion of how we are going 
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to reduce that transition. And there was an analysis of how much recess time each grade 
level had, how many bathroom breaks teachers have within the school day. Then that 
was brought to the whole staff to say, “here’s how much time we are wasting, here’s 
what that equals out to be for every child in our building. We have to do something 
about this.”  
Structured schedules and the school-wide point system were a start for Sara and the 
staff. However, Sara knew the teachers had to feel supported when it came to the disciplining of 
students.  Additionally, the students had to know she intended to follow through on punishments 
and consequences when rules were broken. When asked how things had changed as far as 
administrative support when it came to discipline and consequences, Elaine Renfro noted: 
Now, or since Sara has been here, like I said, she takes care of your discipline problems.  
She gets them out of your room so you don’t have to handle it, so you can teach the 
people who are there that are wanting to learn. If there is somebody crazy over here that 
I would have to keep dealing with, that’s not fair to the other kids.  So, when she 
counsels them, oh man, she takes them out and they’re not back in here.  Because 
before, I mean we went through a few principals, and you know the problem was taken 
out but 10 minutes later here they would be back, and here we go again.  So, discipline is 
just, I think it is just great here. And it didn’t used to always be that way.  
Lana Lamon, a Caucasian female in her late 30s, is a fourth grade teacher at Cottonwood. She 
echoed the sentiments of her colleague when she shared, “Discipline is very structured here. I 
am impressed with how they handle the students. They take certain steps to handle the 
discipline. Things get done.” 
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 Cottonwood Elementary records each daily office referral into the School Wide 
Information System (SWIS) database so the data can be analyzed to determine how many office 
referrals occur per month, per grade level, for each teacher, the times of each office referral, and 
the types of inappropriate behaviors that occur. SWIS is a web-based information system that 
generates charts and tables based on data entered. The system is purchased each year by 
Cottonwood Elementary. The information is shared with the faculty after the reports are 
analyzed by the administration. Reports are broken down by individual teacher and grade level. 
The entire faculty also receives monthly a Cottonwood Elementary Behavior Goal Analysis 
(See Appendix E). The document breaks down the monthly totals of office referrals. 
Additionally, the report records a running total of the office referrals accumulated for the year. 
 Sara uses her weekly newsletter “The Scoop” to address discipline concerns. In an 
excerpt from the newsletter written in December of 2009, Sara analyzed the increase in office 
referrals for the staff. She wrote: 
As you saw in our monthly SWIS analysis, we had 15 more office referrals in November 
then we did the previous November. This is a bit alarming. We had an influx of referrals 
from the cafeteria in kindergarten and 5th grades. We’ve also had more aggressive 
behaviors being demonstrated by our students. Please talk to your students every 
morning about how to follow school rules. Review your expectations with students 
every morning. With the new standards and the bar raised, we do not have the luxury of 
having our students out of the classrooms and not in a productive learning environment.  
Together we can do anything we put our minds to. 
After initially implementing a school-wide discipline policy, utilizing strategies from the 
COMP program, and putting in place schedules and routines that forced students and staff to 
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become organized, Cottonwood Elementary has seen dramatic results. Table 7 highlights the 
decrease in office referrals over the past six years. 
Table 7 
 
Office Referrals 2003-2009 
      
2003 1,591 
2004 1,584 
2005 588 
2006 488 
2007 430 
2008 348 
2009 315 
 
At the time of the data collection for this study, the number of office referrals had decreased 
over 1,200 referrals since Sara began her tenure as principal (TSIPP, 2009, p. 20).   
Focus on Attendance 
 In addition to the immediate goal of controlling inappropriate behavior, increasing 
student attendance was also on the school-wide agenda. Sara and her team knew that in order 
for children to learn, they must be at school. When Sara took over as principal in January of 
2004, the school had failed to make the attendance goal set by NCLB. The legislation states that 
in order for a school to make their attendance goal, they must have at least 93% of students 
present for the year.  At that time, Cottonwood Elementary’s attendance rate was 92.4 %. 
Immediately, the leadership team began to tackle this problem. Lily Sneeder, the Literacy 
Coach, discussed the attendance goal in her interview. She noted: 
Attendance was a big issue for us, too.  Attendance came up, though, because our 
assistant principal at the time began a policy where they called every child every single 
day that they were absent.  I mean every morning that was on their agenda from 8:30 to 
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9, you take these grades, I take these grades, and we’re calling these kids to say, “Why 
are you not here at school today?” That really helped a lot of our concerns as far as 
getting kids to school and having an orderly environment. It was enough to where we 
could then focus on what needed to be done instructionally, which was teaching.    
  At Cottonwood Elementary attendance is taken seriously.  The principal and assistant 
principal continue to call every student who is absent each morning. In addition, the school 
takes a daily attendance rate for each grade.  These data are given to all staff members weekly to 
determine if certain grade levels need to work on attendance. (See Appendix F for an example 
of the Cottonwood Elementary Weekly Attendance Analysis). In addition, classrooms with 
100% attendance have their name announced on the daily announcements and receive a special 
prize. Table 8 lists the attendance rates from 2003-2009.  
Table 8 
Attendance Rates 2003-2009 
2003 92.4 
2004 92.6 
2005 94.2 
2006 96.1 
2007 95.2 
2008 94.7 
2009 96.4 
 
The faculty at Cottonwood Elementary takes great pride in their increased attendance rate. The 
school has consistently remained above the 93% attendance goal since 2005 (TSIPP, 2009, p. 
19) and seeks continually to keep it a school-wide focus. 
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Focus on Literacy through Professional Development 
  Adopting the philosophy that if you take the time to focus on literacy instruction, math 
scores would automatically increase, the school began the implementation of the Reading First 
grant in the summer of 2004. Describing the main focus of the grant as “re-teaching teachers 
how to instruct in the area of reading” (Field Notes, May 24, 2010), Lily Sneeder, the Literacy 
Coach at Cottonwood, had this to say about focusing on literacy and not math instruction,  
We did opt as a leadership team to put math on the backburner because we knew that we 
had to focus on literacy for Reading First.  Two things, because the grant was forcing us 
to focus on reading, but also using the thought that if you can grow with reading, you’re 
probably going to be able to grow in math as well; which we did, and you can see in our 
data that we did. 
As Literacy Coach for the school, Lily Sneeder’s primary responsibilities were to 
provide professional development, coach the teachers, model lessons, and provide resources as 
they relate to literacy instruction. As a program, Reading First promotes the five components of 
reading (e.g., phonemic awareness, vocabulary, comprehension, fluency, and phonics). She 
described the Reading First program by commenting: 
Everything has to be research based, that was the other point of Reading First. It came 
from the National Reading Panel.  The reading panel’s suggestions were that these were 
the five components of reading that had to be taught, you know, all the five, and then 
there is a piece of assessment, there is a piece of intervention, and then there is also a 
piece of professional development. We couldn’t just teach the five components, we had 
to provide the support and professional development. 
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Realizing that the teachers would need to be guided and instructed in these five 
components, Lily and the administrative team began to put together a professional development 
agenda that made literacy a top priority.  Embedded in the grant was a 90-hour in-service 
requirement. Teachers working with kindergarten through third grades were expected to fulfill 
the 90-hour requirement. However, Sara, not wanting to fracture the staff, required all staff 
members in the building to participate in the professional development.  Thus, all staff members 
at Cottonwood, for the tenure of the grant, had to complete 90 additional hours of professional 
development in addition to the 12 hours required by the county. Book studies, summer 
institutes, summer readings, after school workshops, conferences, observations, and weekly 
professional learning community meetings were all ways the staff met the 90-hour professional 
development requirement. Lily was primarily responsible for designing the professional 
development. She discussed some “out of the box” strategies used to support the teachers in her 
interview. She remembered,  
One-hour workshops that we call drive-bys were big.  We would do days where our 
teachers would have substitutes to come in and then our teachers would go out and 
observe other schools that were already implementing certain pieces of what we wanted 
to see happen here in our building.  We also did buy-in time, so we would buy subs to 
come in for a grade level, and we would pull out and would do half days of professional 
development off site. We could talk about the impact of those teaching strategies. 
Additionally, the teachers video taped themselves teaching literacy lessons. The coaches 
facilitated the analyzing of these videotapes with teachers. They encouraged role-playing and 
reflective dialogues on how the lessons went, how they could be taught differently, and how the 
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teachers could elevate their instructional strategies to the next level. Lily expanded on this topic 
when she commented,  
We did a lot of that (analyzing videotapes and role playing), especially in the beginning. 
As teachers stayed at the school and progressed in their knowledge, then they became 
the experts.  So, they were able then to come and ask more of those higher-level 
questions, and those became more research questions, not practice questions.  At the 
beginning it was more how do I do this, how do I craft my trade, but once they had 
figured out how to do that, it was more of the research behind the practice. Now they 
could have conversations like, “I see now why this method helps these particular 
children and it’s because of…” They were analyzing and reflecting with each other. 
All the professional development was led or directed by the school’s literacy team. It 
was a direct reflection of the teachers’ needs. The professional development was differentiated 
by grade level and by individual teacher needs. Sara and the administrative team were strongly 
against implementing mandatory school-wide professional development. Instead, there would 
be a multitude of topics offered through after-school workshops. Faculty members would be 
able to tailor their professional development needs throughout the year with the assistance of the 
Literacy Coach and the Curriculum Facilitator. Grace Corin, a first grade teacher, talks about 
the availability of the professional development at Cottonwood,  
They offer help if we ever need anything, if we have certain needs. I know last year a 
lot of the teachers had issues with writing and how can we teach our students to become 
better writers with this and this, and so they just said OK we are going to get together 
and have an in-service today if you want to show up. If you need support in that area you 
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go. If you feel like you are OK in that area you don’t go. They treat you as a professional 
who knows where their strengths and areas to strengthen are. 
Teacher Varanda Bell appreciated the information frequently passed along to the faculty 
regarding countywide or school based professional development opportunities. She noted,  
They send us little messages and put little notes in our box saying that they (coaches) are 
available.  We were having issues with problem solving last year or the beginning of this 
year, so they had a couple of things after school with us. Last year we also told them, it 
was myself and another fifth grade teacher and a couple of fourth grade teachers, we told 
them we weren’t taught with phonics.  We went all the way through college with 
Masters degrees, we still didn’t know phonics. So they had several things after school 
about phonics and then they put a lot of notes in our boxes about summer in-service 
opportunities.  
Establishing trust among the teachers, coaches, and administrators and creating an 
environment where teachers felt comfortable expressing the need for help in a particular subject 
area was not always prevalent. Literacy Coach Lily Sneeder discussed this issue in her 
interview. She said,   
That’s kind of the culture we’ve created because we have given them permission to say 
it’s OK to say I don’t know, because we don’t know it all either.  We know that there is 
definitely a philosophy on how to teach kids that struggle, how to teach kids that aren’t 
struggling, how to teach kids that are highly proficient.  Do we know every single thing 
about everyone? No, because our kids are very different.  You can’t do a prediction chart 
on every single kid because they’re all very, very different.  Their background is 
different.  They’re different.  The environment is different.  The teachers are different 
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from year to year, different strategies, different styles, but it is OK to say, “Listen, I have 
this situation, I’m not really sure how to fix it. What I did last year isn’t working this 
year. What do I do?” That is what we encourage them to do.  We encourage them to 
seek information that’s going to give them the answers, and I think by having us here in 
the building and by continually putting that training out there, that pushes their 
knowledge.  
Professional development was not always so focused at Cottonwood Elementary. Jane 
Sarandon was the curriculum facilitator for two years before Sara came to Cottonwood. A 
Caucasian female in her early 50s, Jane was an instrumental part of the reform efforts at 
Cottonwood. She stated she wished she could go back in time and redo the two years she 
worked in the building before Sara came to be the principal. She said, “The drive to focus on 
literacy wasn’t there. The push was not there, Unfortunately…I wish I could go back and redo 
the first two or three years.”  When asked what she would have done differently she responded, 
“Well, I would not have let the teachers do so much fluffy stuff. We didn’t concentrate on the 
five components of literacy. I didn’t push it like I should have.”  Crediting, Sara, the grant, and 
Lily Sneeder, the Literacy Coach as motivators, Jane says her job took on a whole new 
responsibility and focus when they started back to school in August of 2004.  She reflected, 
“My role and my job is the same. But I am so much more effective now. It’s not that I am any 
better. I’m not. I just go to work for the most wonderful principals around. I follow their lead.” 
 The Reading First Grant allowed the faculty opportunities to attend conferences focused 
on literacy across the country. Jane Sarandon shared, “We had the luxury through the grant to 
go anywhere we needed to see examples of literacy instruction at its best” (Field Notes, May 24, 
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2010). First grade teacher, Grace Corin, recalled attending a conference that supported her 
growth in literacy instruction. She noted:  
We have been sent to a lot of different conferences in other places.  I got to go to 
Chicago once, and it was absolutely amazing the different strategies which were meant 
for older kids but I actually used with my first graders that I would have never known if 
I didn’t have that opportunity to go to a reading conference somewhere.  They’ve always 
tried to send us to different places.  
 Five years before the Brace County School System implemented a countywide initiative 
focusing on professional learning communities (PLC), Cottonwood Elementary was putting into 
practice their own version called STIM meetings. STIM stands for Student Teacher 
Informational Meetings, and focuses strictly on curriculum needs. Differing from a grade-level 
planning meeting, a STIM meeting is run by the Literacy Coach or Curriculum Facilitator. The 
topics of the meetings, in the beginning, focused on one of the five components of literacy, and 
were designed to improve literacy instruction. Presently, the STIM meetings have grown to 
include professional development in the area of mathematics. These meetings are data driven, 
and the topics reviewed are a direct reflection of what the data say are the needs in the building 
at the time. Jane Sarandon, who runs the majority of the STIM meetings, says, “It’s all about the 
data, best practice, and research. Period”. 
 Being on top of what is latest in educational research is important to Sara and the 
administrative team at Cottonwood. Sara asks her coaches to stay on top of what is the latest in 
math and literacy instruction. Additionally, she does research herself. She explained, “I always 
want to know what is gong on out there. Things change so fast. I want to make sure we are on 
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the cutting edge when it comes to the latest in our field.”  Jane Sarandon supported this 
statement by saying,  
She (Sara) is always looking for what is coming and what we could be first on. Be a 
pilot for something, volunteer to pilot things for the county. We have piloted so many 
things for the county: intervention programs, data programs, you name it. If it’s going to 
be different from what the county is doing, if it is what research says is out there, then 
Sara wants to know about it, and she wants to know about it first.  
While observing a grade level meeting, one teacher remarked, “I feel like we are so cutting edge 
here.” 
In addition to the professional development opportunities and the access to the coaches 
at Cottonwood Elementary, the faculty also has access to information designed specifically to 
support their growth as teachers. In the Staff Handbook there is an entire section devoted to 
literacy curriculum and instruction. Included in this section are:  
• Leveled library information and support;  
• Running record guidelines and information; 
• Strategies for teaching the five components of reading; 
• Information regarding effective planning and use of the 90 minute reading block;  
• Oral reading fluency norms; 
• Articles on effective literacy instruction; 
• Information regarding the balanced literacy philosophy; 
• A checklist of what should be seen in an effective literacy block; 
• Articles on Bloom’s Taxonomy; 
• Information on effective writing instruction; 
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• Editing checklists; 
• Suggested read alouds; 
• Information concerning the benefits of read alouds; 
• Time frames for direct literacy instruction at each grade level; 
• Vocabulary assessment and analysis tools; 
• Suggested activities and ideas for literacy centers; 
• Curriculum maps for the reading and language block; 
• Copies of the Brace County curriculum for reading and language for each grade 
level (Staff Handbook, 2009, Section 2, pp. 1-63). 
Sara provided research-based resources and journal articles to her staff in the Staff 
Handbook each year.  Additionally, she sent the staff home during the summer with numerous 
journal articles emphasizing best practice and literacy. According to Sara, by requiring the staff 
to research new information, she pushes herself to stay on top of the latest information in the 
field of education. She commented: 
If I am pushing myself to provide for the staff, I am also providing the resources for 
myself. I won’t ask them to read or learn something I haven’t done already. If I find a 
book I think they should read, it is because I have read it myself first and find value in it. 
If there is an article I think should be included in the summer packet or in the Staff 
Handbook, it is because I have already read it and feel it would help support the faculty 
or grade levels in some way. By pushing them to continually advance themselves and 
learn, I am taking care of my professional development needs as the instructional leader 
of the building. 
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 Increasing the reading scores at Cottonwood Elementary took top priority as the school 
raced to remove itself from the NCLB list. The decision to focus mainly on reading was made 
because of the implementation of the Reading First grant. As stated previously, the 
administration and literacy coaches hoped that by providing differentiated professional 
development to the faculty in literacy, not only would there be an increase in reading scores, but 
an increase in math as well. Table 9 displays the percentage of students proficient in 2003 when 
the school first became targeted until 2009.  
Table 9 
Percent of Students Proficient, 2003-2009 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus on Data and Accountability 
 As Sara and her administrative team began to implement new initiatives, they asked the 
staff to step out of their comfort zones in more than one area. Using data to drive instruction and 
monitor student achievement was one such endeavor.  The focus on data at Cottonwood 
Elementary was strategic and focused. The various assessments, data analyzed, and the 
communication of results kept every teacher in the building up-to-date on their class, grade 
level, and individual student progress. 
 Jane Sarandon spoke of the change in focus once Sara came on board as the 
administrator. She noted,  
 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
Reading 48.6 57.7 73.2 77.0 85.7 87.6 88.8 
Math 43.5 52.7 62.7 78.9 85.2 81.2 86.7 
 105 
We didn’t look at it (data) hard and fast before.  We didn’t look at the results, and we 
only looked at the results after the state assessments came back.  The big test was given 
in the spring and we looked at the results in June and put it away.  Just put it away. It did 
not drive our instruction. And we absolutely did not assess and look at data along the 
way. No formative assessments at all. 
Literacy Coach Lily Sneeder discussed how the goal of the administrative team was to 
teach and encourage teachers how to use the data to figure out where to go next in terms of 
instruction. She explained, 
We wanted them to know how to read the assessments.  And be able to answer the 
questions: What does it mean for me as a teacher?  How do I change my instruction 
based on what that assessment has said?  How do I make that fit the county curriculum 
and what the state says they (students) need to know? So, a lot of it was just learning and 
being able to say, “OK here’s what my assessment says, here’s what I have to teach 
with. What parts do I use?” To be able to know what to do with that information was the 
focus. 
 Sara and the instructional coaches take time to model the type of analysis and dialogue 
over data they want the teachers to have with each other. In an August 2009 edition of her 
newsletter “The Scoop”, Sara dedicated an entire page to the disaggregation of the previous 
year’s TCAP scores. Realizing the staff would need guidance and support, Sara included in her 
newsletter an invitation to discuss with her any information that might have been confusing. The 
newsletter stated, “Totally confused? See Sara or Louise to sit down and learn more about this 
topic.” 
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 Of the assessments given, the county or state mandates many. However, at Cottonwood 
the school voluntarily gives several of the assessments. Out of the 13 assessments given at the 
school, the county or state does not mandate seven. For a complete list of the assessments given 
and their frequency see Table 10.  
Table 10 
Cottonwood Elementary Assessments 
Assessment Grade Level Frequency Administered 
Kindergarten Literacy Kindergarten 3 times per year 
DIBELS* 
(Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills) 
K-5 3 times per year 
Voyager Progress Monitoring* K-5 Every two weeks 
San Diego Vocabulary Assessment* K-5 3 times per year 
TCAP Weekly Assessments 1-5 Weekly 
Reading Benchmark Tests 1-5 3 times per year 
Math Benchmark Tests 1-5 According to pacing guide 
Curriculum Based Measurements 
(CBM) 
1-5 3 times per year 
Fact Fluency* 3-5 3 times per year 
Think Link (Discovery 
Assessment)* 
3-5 3 times per year 
TCAP 3-5 Once in the spring 
Science unit tests* 1-5 According to pacing guide 
Social Studies unit tests * 1-5 According to pacing guide 
Note. * Indicates that the assessment is given at the school level and is not mandated by county 
or the state to be given. Adapted from Cottonwood Elementary Staff Handbook, Section 6, p. 
25. 
 
 In keeping with the focus on structuring and organizing the building, each faculty 
member was made aware of when the assessments were given. The dates for the assessments 
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and the responsibilities of each teacher during the administration of the assessments were given 
to the teachers in the Staff Handbook. Teachers knew in August when to mark their schedules 
for tests given in the spring. The schedule was strictly followed and the administrative team was 
protective of the time needed for the assessments to be given.  
 Having an organized structure in place to give the assessments is crucial to the success 
of the school, however how the data is used is key at Cottonwood. Grade levels are expected to 
meet and review data on a regular basis and in a timely fashion after results are gathered. Grade 
levels are given a specific guide to follow in these meetings. The staff completes an analysis of 
data form that asks the following questions: 
1) What are the students’ strengths on this assessment? 
2) What are the students’ weaknesses on this assessment? 
3) How is your grade level going to address the areas of weakness? 
To view the form in its entirety, see Appendix G. In addition to answering the questions listed 
above, the grade levels were required to look at the proficiency levels of the various subgroups.  
After discussing the data as a grade level, the grade level chair was expected to submit the 
completed form to the administration.  
After each grade level completed the assessment questionnaire, the leadership team 
combined all the information to look for grade level and school strengths. Additionally, the 
team identified areas of weakness to concentrate on in the upcoming months. After the grade 
level teams and leadership analyzed each assessment administered, differentiated instruction 
and grouping took place in the classrooms.  Objectives not mastered by the students were 
retaught by the classroom teachers and by the special area and special education teachers 
(TSIPP, 2009, p. 23). 
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While observing a third grade data meeting, it was clear that data driven discussions and 
analyses were common practice. The teachers were reviewing their latest math benchmark 
scores. When prompted by the grade level chair to share data with the team, each teacher knew 
their students’ levels of proficiency as well as their subgroup information without looking at the 
data summary results sheet. “OK, so where do we need to go now?,” asked the grade level chair 
to his team. The reply from a member of the team was, “I think it’s right in front of our face. 
We have got to get back to an emphasis on problem solving” (Field Notes, May 18, 2010). This 
process was repeated again and again during the weeks I attended grade level meetings. Out of 
the six grade level meetings I observed, four of those meetings emphasized data. 
Meeting as a grade level to discuss data was expected by Sara and the administrative 
team. These meetings were conducted without the administration present. Only the grade level 
members were in the meetings looking at their data. A first grade meeting I attended focused on 
the latest writing benchmark results. The team discussed in great detail the data collected from 
the year’s writing scores. After analyzing his or her class scores, each teacher chose a writing 
genre to focus on for the week. Teachers shared information, writing strategies, and prompts 
with each other. “How in the world did your kids nail expository writing like that?” was one 
question posed from one first grade teacher to another (Field Notes, May 19, 2010). 
Additionally overheard was this comment from a first grade teacher, “I need your personal 
narrative ideas. Only half of my kids scored proficient on this last benchmark. I have got to 
review that before they head to second grade. The teachers will kill me!”  
In fourth grade, the teachers admitted that sometimes when looking at data, they just 
“went through the motions.” However, the team did discuss that data analysis is powerful when 
implemented correctly. A fourth grade teacher shared during their grade level meeting:  
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There are times when a test will thoroughly stump us, and we’ll ask, “What happened 
here?”  Now sometimes, yes, we just go through our grade level meeting and just say, 
“OK, what were the strengths on this test, the weaknesses” and we’ll just go on with life.  
There are some tests where we have to stop and talk, and say, “OK, what really 
happened here? What’s going on?”  We will do that when needed. We take the time to 
really get to the bottom of a problem when we need to.  
Jane Sarandon discussed the data analysis meetings in her interview.  
Sara wants the data meetings to happen whenever there is data to look at. They aren’t 
regularly scheduled as data meetings. The grade levels have to designate their grade 
level planning meetings as data meetings. If you’ve got math results, you’ve got 
benchmark results, you’ve got Think Link coming back, CBMs are back, and whenever 
it is and wherever it happens to fall, you meet.  If it fell right in line to do it at a STIM 
meeting, we would go ahead and cover it there.  If it fell on another week or you know 
sometimes if it was getting up close to Christmas or we just got back so we weren’t 
going to meet again for a couple of weeks and we’d get the CBM results back, well 
doggone it, you know, she doesn’t want to wait 2 ½ weeks to meet and talk about it, so 
she would say go ahead and have a data meeting on your unit 8 math scores…and do it 
now. 
Elaine Renfro, a first grade teacher, remembered having to get used to the emphasis on 
data. In her interview, she spoke of the transition. She noted: 
Oh man, it was tough. We have meetings now after every test we give. Like the math 
unit test, we have to sit down as a group and figure out this percentage. You know, how 
many white children, the black children, how many were proficient, how many weren’t. 
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We analyze everything like that. I could go on forever about the assessments we use. It 
was rough learning how to look at data like that. At least it was for me. And it’s not one 
of my strong points. I hate figuring out what the percentages are. I need help with that. 
But I know how to use what people give me. 
Later in her interview, Elaine reiterated the difference between the importance of data and 
assessments at Cottonwood Elementary presently, as opposed to before Sara became the 
principal explaining, “When things started to go downhill and nobody cared much about 
anything, I can tell you nobody cared about things like data. Nobody. That’s changed.” 
Focus on Change 
While the faculty and students were adjusting to the changes, Sara, the assistant 
principal, and the curriculum coaches were trying to make sure they stayed organized and did 
not lose focus on the task at hand. With the initiatives in place to improve the behavior in the 
building, increase the structure and order of the day-to-day operations of the school, increase 
attendance, emphasize literacy through professional development, and place an importance on 
data and assessments there was the potential for losing focus and as she put it “getting in over 
her head.” When asked how she kept focused, or if she ever got off track, Sara had this to say: 
It was focused chaos is what it was, and I remember sitting down, you know, at 
moments thinking, “OK, I can’t let this get out of control.” Because it can get out of 
control so very easily.  I’ve got people that are telling me with the grant here are all of 
the things that we have to have done.  We have to do this and do that, and accepting a 
federal grant like that in your building, there comes with it a lot of red tape.  There 
comes a lot of decisions that have to be made and things that are set for you that you 
really can’t bend on because you have to be in compliance, and they are here to check 
 111 
and monitor. Add in the behavior issues, scheduling, and the newness of everything. I 
just had to stay organized and focused.  
 When glancing around Sara’s office there is something that is hard not to notice. On the 
back wall is a tall six-shelf bookcase. In this bookcase are row after row of three-ring binders. 
Each binder is specifically labeled with the content and the school year. When asked about the 
importance of the binders Assistant Principal, Louise Turner pulls out a binder marked “Positive 
Notes 2009-2010” and replied: 
The documentation, it’s everything that we do. Sara has said that through her experience 
that it pays to have the documentation, especially when trying to continue to grow.  It’s 
data collection; is all it is.  In this notebook it means how many times have we written a 
teacher’s name in a positive sheet that goes out. We’ll mark that in this notebook.  We 
have a list with all the teachers’ names that say a positive comment written on this day, 
and this is the arena that it was sent. But each of these notebooks, they are the 
documentation for something that Sara and I are responsible for, or the documentation 
for something the teachers were responsible for. It’s how we stay on track. (Field Notes, 
May 17, 2010) 
Titles of binders located on the bookshelf include a binder for each School Improvement Plan 
beginning in 2003 until present, TCAP information dated from August 2003 to August 2009, 
Lesson Plan requirements and checks from 2004 to present, Discipline Referrals from each year 
Sara has been the principal of the building, and Staff Documentation beginning in 2004 and 
continuing to the present school year. Also included are the SWIS reports from 2005 to present, 
Grade Level Chair binders for each grade level for the present year (previous years are in 
another room), Reading First audits for 2004- present, notebooks documenting the use of 
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physical restraint on children, Support Team documentation, Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP) documentation for children receiving special services, attendance information for each 
grade level for the present year, and the present year’s assessments by grade level.  The 
notebooks are clearly labeled. They are organized by year and are updated each day, if 
necessary. Sara stated, “I have so much I have to keep up with. This was my own way of 
making sure I didn’t lose my head in what was going on. I know I could keep up with a lot of it 
electronically, but this works for me” (Field Notes, May 17, 2010). 
 While Sara worked at keeping organized and focused, the staff was working on adapting 
to the change in culture of the building. It was an adjustment for many in the building. 
Participants interviewed agreed the changes Sara put in place at the school made it difficult at 
times to adjust. However, all participants agreed, that although the change was difficult, it was 
necessary for growth and improvement to occur. Judy Womack discussed the change in the 
building. She stated, “I think most people were ready. I saw some resistance, but I think most 
people were ready for a change. I know I was.” She continued: 
Yes, I mean it was overwhelming at first when they said your going to have to hit all 
five literacy components in 10 minutes, and we were all like “What? How do we do 
that?,” well you figure it out.  You are going to have to stick to this schedule and do it 
this way. Yes, we were all overwhelmed at first, and you know how it is with any 
change, I guess. But the changes were wonderful. As someone beginning my second 
year of teaching I can say the changes were wonderful. That’s the feeling that was going 
around. A little overwhelmed but ready for the change. 
Jane Sarandon remembered when “everything hit everybody at once. Like, oh my goodness this 
girl is for real.” She explained,  
 113 
We knew change was coming the minute we met Sara. When the grant came in, the 
people that were just kind of almost putting their feet up trying to coast by realized they 
needed to leave, and that was OK.  Sara was very kind and upfront with them and said, 
“If you want to go somewhere else, I will help you get somewhere else. I will help you 
pack, you know this doesn’t mean you’re a bad teacher, but this building is going to 
change. We are going to change the way things are done.” She had to make sure people 
knew it and that it was for real. 
After Sara’s first full year at Cottonwood Elementary three teachers decided not to return. Two 
of the three teachers retired and the third teacher transferred to another school. The following 
year two more teachers transferred to other elementary schools in the county. As a side note: 
The first year of Sara’s leadership at Cottonwood there were four interns assigned to 
Cottonwood Elementary from the University of Tennessee. Sara hired all four interns the 
following year. Presently, those teachers are still teaching in the building. 
Elaine Renfro described the initial changes as hard. She explained, “Things were really 
hard in the beginning because they were so different from the way they had been done.” Elaine 
discussed how she is grateful for the changes during her interview when she stated, “I wouldn’t 
dare go back to the way things were before. Ever. But while we were making those changes 
there were times when we wondered if it was really going to make a difference.” She continued, 
“Sometimes we would get together and we would think that we were being treated like robots. 
We had to do this at this time; we had to take our kids there and when the schedule said. It 
wasn’t easy to get used to. But we did.” 
Mac Waldes supported the emphasis on change in his interview. Mac is a Caucasian 
male who had been at Cottonwood for over 10 years. He spoke candidly about the focus of the 
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building and the difficulty new changes brought to several people in the building. He 
remembered: 
The implementation of everything was difficult, but the realization for us that once we 
implemented them, we would have something that would work. Growing up is hard no 
matter how you do it, but once you get there, if you did it right, it works. It just works. 
And it did. It worked. And we saw that it was working.  
Conclusion 
 Sara Wright began her tenure as principal in January of 2003. It was a time described by 
the staff as chaotic and disorderly. Student achievement was at an all time low, and there was no 
real focus on curriculum and instruction. Judy Womack, a second grade teacher, summed up the 
changes over the years when she noted, 
I can’t say it enough. Structure, order, and consistency. Throw in an emphasis on data, 
really great professional development tailored for us, and a team of people helping us 
teach in the right way. That’s it. That’s how it is different. It is just a completely 
different place to teach than it was seven or so years ago. 
While each school is different and the experience at Cottonwood Elementary may not fit the 
mold of other schools struggling with similar issues, the focus on behavior, order, attendance, 
professional development, literacy, and data helped Cottonwood make remarkable 
improvements in a short period of time (See Table 11).  
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Table 11 
Cottonwood Elementary NCLB Standings 
School Year NCLB Standing 
2002-2003 Targeted: reading, math, attendance 
2003-2004 School Improvement I, High Priority: 
reading and math 
2004-2005 School Improvement I, Improving, High 
Priority: reading and math 
2005-2006 Good Standing 
 
After Sara’s first full year as principal at Cottonwood Elementary the school was considered 
School Improvement I, Improving in reading and math. The next year the school was labeled as 
a school in Good Standing according to NCLB. Cottonwood Elementary was able to make 
significant progress in a very short period of time. Fullan (2007) stated it takes at least three 
years for sustainable change to occur. After three full years of Sara’s leadership Cottonwood 
Elementary was considered in Good Standing as defined by NCLB.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS FOR RESEARCH QUESTION 2 
Introduction 
Previously discussed in Chapter 4 was the first research question posed in this study: 
What initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the school 
from the NCLB school improvement list? Sara Wright, as principal of Cottonwood Elementary 
chose to focus on four initiatives: behavior and the structure of the building, attendance, literacy 
through professional development, and data and accountability. This chapter is organized to 
answer the second of the two research questions: What evidence of the components of capacity 
building, as defined by Newmann et al. (2000), were found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
Additionally, a discussion on how the components of capacity building, the theoretical 
framework for this study, are embedded in the day-to-day activities of Cottonwood Elementary 
is the focus of this chapter. 
Analysis of the Components of Capacity Building 
Elmore (2007) discussed the concept of capacity building by saying, “The purpose of the 
focus is not just to improve practice and performance but to teach people in the organization 
how to think and act around learning for continuous improvement” (p. 80).  As previously 
stated, Fullan (2007) defined capacity building as a “policy, strategy, or action taken that 
increases the collective efficacy of a group to improve student learning through new knowledge, 
enhanced resources, and greater motivation on the part of people working individually and 
together” (p. 58). Specifically, this study examined the five components of capacity building as 
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defined by Newmann et al. (2000) including: teacher knowledge, skill, and disposition; program 
coherence; professional community; technical resources; and leadership.  
In the sections to follow, I will discuss how each of the components of capacity building, 
as defined by Newmann et al. (2000), were visible and applied throughout the daily activities 
and initiatives in place at Cottonwood Elementary. Additionally, I will discuss Elmore’s (2007) 
concept of internal accountability as what I consider to be the sixth component of capacity 
building. 
Teacher Knowledge, Skill and Disposition 
 Sergiovanni (2007) explained, “Learning builds the capacity of teachers to know more 
about their work, to figure out how to create better pathways to success, and to improve practice 
as a result” (p. 137). Teacher knowledge, skill, and disposition play an important role in the 
success of the reform efforts and change initiatives (Hughes et al., 2005). As discussed in 
Chapter 2, Easton (2008) described teacher knowledge as the conceptual understanding of 
research, theories, principles, and information. Easton defined skills as strategies and processes 
necessary to apply knowledge, and dispositions as the beliefs teachers have in their students and 
their ability to learn. 
Teacher Knowledge. As discussed in Chapter 4, Sara placed an emphasis on the 
importance of best practice. The differentiated professional development offered continuously 
throughout the year is one way the staff at Cottonwood Elementary grew in their development 
as effective practitioners. Additionally, the staff collaborated frequently; implemented effective 
instructional practices based on the latest research, and used their coaches to increase their 
efficacy in the classroom. 
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The administration, curriculum coaches, and staff used research to determine what best 
practice looked like in the classroom setting. Additionally, the administration and coaches took 
responsibility for teaching the faculty how to implement these strategies in their classrooms and 
when planning and designing lessons. Lily Sneeder, the school literacy coach, used the five 
components of literacy as an example. She explained: 
Before we could teach the teachers how to teach reading, we had to talk about what good 
literacy instruction was. We focus on five components here: phonemic awareness, 
vocabulary, comprehension, fluency, and phonics. We had to show them the research 
and make them aware of what each component was all about. 
The coaches saw their role in the building to help the staff be more effective and 
stronger in the classroom. Jane Sarandon, the curriculum coach saw her role as multifaceted. 
She stated, “It varies. In kindergarten I can support by modeling how students should be 
transitioning from one center to another. In fifth grade it is modeling a lesson on figurative 
language.” Lily Sneeder discussed how she increased teacher knowledge and efficacy in her 
interview. She stated, “We will watch somebody else teach a lesson or we will teach a lesson. 
We talk about what we need to have happening and what quality literacy instruction looks like.” 
She continued later in more detail when she said,  
When it comes to modeling, here is specifically in first grade what I would do. We’re 
talking about fluency, so it would be talking them through a lesson and then maybe 
teaching a lesson with them. Maybe they would watch me teach a lesson. A lot of my 
role is to observe teachers within the building and then gather which teachers we can use 
to model fluency, and then let those needing more practice watch how they did that and 
how they crafted it. 
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Teachers are called upon frequently to share their strengths and assist other teachers with 
instructional practices. The coaches facilitate the collaboration and peer coaching throughout 
the year. 
Teachers at Cottonwood will tell you the data drive their instruction. They also will tell 
you the curriculum is just as important as the data. Varanda Bell, fifth grade teacher discussed 
using data in her classroom, “Yes, data drive my instruction but so does the curriculum and the 
standards.” Teacher knowledge in many ways starts with a knowledge and understanding of the 
curriculum. Each teacher interviewed spoke of their desire to familiarize themselves thoroughly 
with the curriculum. They discussed this repeatedly in their interviews. Grace Corin, a first 
grade teacher, spoke about her need to understand the curriculum in her interview. She noted: 
I need to understand what I’m supposed to be teaching.  Like if I’m confused about 
something, I need to go figure it out. For me right now, my job is to understand what I 
am teaching and to make sure I’m teaching what I’m suppose to be teaching and in the 
time-frame that we’re allowed.  
 The teachers’ knowledge of the curriculum is documented in their weekly lesson plans. 
At Cottonwood Elementary, teachers are expected to produce quality lesson plans each week. 
Teachers are given a number at the beginning of the year. Each week numbers are randomly 
drawn to determine who must turn in lesson plans. The principal and assistant principal check 
lesson plans. The administration uses a detailed checklist to ensure each required component is 
present. The staff receives a copy of the checklist with comments from the administrators. 
Original copies are kept in a notebook in Sara’s office. What is required in the lesson plans is 
non-negotiable. However, the teachers do have some autonomy in the template they decide to 
use to create the plans. Some are hand written; while others use electronic formats. Examples of 
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required components include: read aloud titles, vocabulary words, reading graphic organizers, 
writing and language skills and activities, math manipulatives, and assessed student 
performance indicators. (See Appendix H for an example of the Cottonwood Elementary Lesson 
Plan Summary). Jane Sarandon discussed the lesson plan requirements in her interview. She 
commented,  
The student performance indicator that they’re teaching and the grade-level expectation 
are there, that’s the objective we’re working on. Everything we expect for them to 
produce a quality lesson is in there. This is objective 2.3.6, you know and that is what 
I’m teaching this week and this is what I am going to do to get the students mastering 
the objective. It’s detailed. Everybody’s looks a little different. People would say “I love 
to teach about Egypt,” well it’s third grade and you look great in a toga but that does not 
help any.  The lesson plans are how we keep up with not just what they are teaching, but 
also how much do they know about what they are teaching, and how are they teaching it.  
Teacher skill. The application of the research-based instructional strategies comes in the 
form of teacher skills. Sara uses her staff newsletter, “The Scoop,” to help expand her staff’s 
knowledge of effective instructional practice. In an August edition she wrote,   
Jane went over a book last week with you called What Are the Other Kids Doing While 
You Teach Small Groups? in STIMS. This has a ton of easy meat and potatoes 
independent centers. Grade level chairs, please make sure all of your teachers are able to 
peruse this book. Document this in a grade-level meeting in the near future. 
 Meeting the needs of each child is a common battle cry among the teachers and staff at 
Cottonwood Elementary. A focus on differentiated instruction is one way the teachers work to 
accomplish this goal. Differentiated instruction is “recognizing that students’ readiness levels, 
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interests, and motivations differ, even within the same grade level. These differences impact 
what students learn and the pace they need to experience instruction” (Dotger & Causton-
Theoharis, 2010, p. 18). Throughout their interviews, teachers spoke of ways they differentiate 
the instruction for their students. Lana Lamon, a fourth grade teacher, commented in her 
interview: 
I just try to tailor it to my kids’ needs.  Like with the reading and math. I have different 
groups so I know what each group is capable of, so I think about what they need.  In 
reading the lower group I know that they still need to work on sounding things out, just 
basic CVC words; but then my higher group, I know that they can learn different 
patterns. So I just try to use their abilities or their needs and plan my lessons. 
Jane Sarandon, echoed Lana Lamon’s comments, when she spoke of observing the 
differentiation and scaffolding going on in the classrooms. She expressed: 
I see it all the time. OK, your strength is phonics, so we’re going to go with the phonics 
based learning and then we are going to introduce some other things later on.  Well 
yours isn’t phonics, yours is sight words, so let’s start with finding the words that you 
know. Let’s look at the pictures; let’s get the story down. They are individual lessons 
based upon what they can do and what we think they need to learn next.  
Varanda Bell summed up many of the sentiments expressed throughout the interviews and 
observations when she responded,  
My job is to look at the standards that we have and the curriculum that we’re given, and 
teach those standards to the students in a way that they understand it and in a way that 
they’re hopefully able to process it when the TCAP test comes to them. I want them to 
know it well enough to do well on the assessments and to teach it to them in a way that 
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makes the school day go smoothly. There are plenty of different ways you can teach 
something. Some ways it is going to bore the kids to death and they’re going to drive 
you crazy and they’re not going to learn it.  So presenting it to the kids in a way that they 
can actually absorb what you’re trying to teach is the goal. 
Throughout my observations I saw examples of the above statements by Lamon and 
Sarandon in practice. Upon visiting classrooms at Cottonwood Elementary it is common to see 
small group instruction occurring. Students working with partners are also a frequent sight. 
During a fourth grade team meeting, one teacher spoke to her teammates about small groups. 
She said, “My groups are changing again based on the new benchmarks. I am going to have to 
change up some of my partners, too. Anybody else?” (Field Notes, May 18, 2010) 
 Classroom management techniques are classified as teacher skills. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, the structure and organization of the building impacts student achievement. The same 
philosophy applies to the structure of the classrooms and the management of students by the 
teachers. Six of the seven classroom teachers interviewed reported they were organized and 
consistent with their students. Teachers spoke of the school-wide discipline policy as a key 
factor in the success of their classroom management plans. Common themes throughout the 
discussions were consistency, communication with parents, and relationships. Lucy Ash, a 
Caucasian female in her late 20’s who teaches kindergarten explained, 
I give them ownership of the class rules. I feel like that works for them if they have a bit 
of ownership in it.  Then I do try to be nurturing and just have a loving classroom and 
they all feel safe, and they know that they can get up and do something without me and 
just work the classroom themselves a little bit. I have rules and they know what to 
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expect, but I do feel like I’m lenient a little bit. There is a community feel to my 
classroom. 
Elaine Renfro, first grade teacher, said, “I expect them to follow rules. I am tough. We have 
things we need to accomplish and get done.” Judy Womack, a second grade teacher, added,  
I’m tough.  I don’t let them get away with anything.  I take points pretty quick. They 
know that.  They know they’re not going to get away with anything. I keep in touch with 
the parents, whatever they’ve done during the day. I write on their folders because I 
know that the parents like to know. 
Varanda Bell discussed sending students to the office in her interview. “That’s a last resort for 
me. I will do anything to not have to send my kids to the office. We have so much to get done 
each day. There’s no time for office referrals. We have work to do.” 
Teacher disposition. The dispositions of the teachers at Cottonwood Elementary 
resemble those of their administrator in both work ethic and expectations. Lana Lamon spoke 
often of the expectations she has for her students in her interview. She responded,  
I expect them to do their very best all the time.  I expect them to take it seriously.  
Realize that this their future, and to try to have that goal in their mind.  You know, what 
can they improve in themselves and in their education?  
Varanda Bell discussed the expectations she has of her students. She commented: 
I want them to come to school prepared. When they are here in the building I want them 
ready to absorb everything that is going on around them. Ready to focus and listen. 
When it is time to learn, I expect them to be here ready to learn, ready to take notes. If I 
give them work to do and time to do it, I want it to be done. 
Grace Corin spoke of the high expectations she has for her students when she said,  
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I guess I am a little, not harsh, but I see them doing more than maybe what their 
curriculum says.  I always give what I know of a higher grade.  If I know something that 
they’re learning in second grade, if they are ready for it or even if they’re not, they’re 
exposed to it.  I expect my students to always work and give their 100%.  They have to 
work hard all the time, because you know we don’t have a lot of time to get those 
standards in.  I expect them to be respectful of each other and to build friendship.  It’s a 
big family in my room. 
Similarly, Lucy Ash reflected,  
I want my kids to always do their best and to always try. Not to say “I can’t do 
something”. I want them to go above and beyond. It’s my job to lay the foundation. I 
contribute to the school’s goals by being the starting off point. Teaching them the basics 
so they can move forward. 
“I expect them to stay with me and focus,” said Judy Womack. She continued: 
It’s real life. I think everything that we teach, we relate it to real life.  Like you’re going 
to need to know this later. I know like that some of my kids will be like “I don’t want to 
sit next to him or her because we don’t get along”. I tell them, “Guys, you’re going to 
have to get along with people that you don’t get along with your whole life. Just 
showing them that there are going to be challenges and that they need to learn how to 
work through them, even in second grade.  
 Summary. Borko et al. (2003) discussed in their study of schools in transition the 
importance of teacher knowledge, skill, and disposition.  The authors contend that in order for 
reform efforts to be successful, teachers must have the teacher knowledge and skills that drive 
the reform agendas.  Examples the authors gave include having knowledge of the frameworks, 
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curriculum maps, and assessments. The same focus and knowledge can be found at Cottonwood 
Elementary. The coaches and administrators at Cottonwood Elementary work to make sure the 
staff is professionally competent in their job. 
Professional Communities 
Fullan (2007) viewed professional learning communities as necessary in the on-going 
collaboration and development that must occur within the school-wide community for capacity 
building to thrive. At Cottonwood Elementary there are multiple learning communities. There is 
the structured STIMs which function as the school’s official professional learning communities 
(PLCs). In these meetings teachers are given specific strategies designed to enhance their 
teaching. The topics for the STIM meetings are specific to each grade level’s needs and most 
often focus on literacy instruction. I had the opportunity to attend a STIM meeting for each 
grade level.  Curriculum coaches led the meetings, each with a specific focus and purpose. The 
coaches adhered strictly to the agendas. The topics focused on instructional practices and were 
tailored to meet the needs of the grade levels and school-wide needs. An example of a STIM 
agenda can be found in Appendix I.  
In addition to the STIM meetings, there were grade-level meetings where teachers meet 
without the administration or coaches. Grade levels meet both formally and informally and 
occur each week. Topics for discussion were often set by the administration. There was a range 
of topics for these meetings. Additionally, members of the grade levels meet frequently during 
their plan time, lunch, or after school to discuss issues pertaining to their grade-level. There was 
also a school-wide professional community in place where the school functioned as its own 
community with the common goal of increasing student achievement. The grade levels operated 
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as individual communities, however, the school was noticeably its own professional community 
with its own set of shared values and mission. 
Teachers recognized the differences and the importance of both the STIM and grade-
level meetings. Grace Corin discussed the balance she felt both meetings brought to the table. 
She explained: 
There is a balance that is important there. The grade-level meetings are where we stick 
to what we are teaching at the time and just random things that are occurring during the 
week. But our STIMs are more focused and specific. We talk about instruction and best 
practice. So I think you need both meetings or it wouldn’t work as well. I guess I just 
really said it; you can’t have one without the other. 
Elaine Renfro agreed with Grace in her interview. She had this to say about STIM and grade-
level meetings: 
Usually each one has a purpose. The grade level meetings keep us from having so many 
faculty meetings. We talk about what Sara wants us to know and we get a chance to 
collaborate with each other. The STIM is more specific to what our grade level needs 
when it comes to the curriculum and instruction. 
The purpose of a professional learning community is, according to Fullan (2006), to 
change the culture of the school.  Specifically, Fullan stated professional learning communities 
are about “establishing lasting new collaborative cultures” (p. 10). At Cottonwood, the staff was 
focused on establishing a collaborative culture centered on best practices as well as increasing 
student academic achievement and growth.  One way the administration and coaches went about 
increasing student academic achievement was by providing quality professional development to 
the staff. 
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As discussed in Chapter 4, there was a focus on providing professional development to 
the staff in the area of literacy instruction. This focus has not changed. Though the reading and 
language scores have improved, the school still focused its efforts on effective literacy 
instruction. Coaches were used heavily in classrooms where they modeled, co-taught and 
observed the instructional practices being used by teachers. Lana Lamon discussed her 
expectations of the coaches, “I expect them to keep me on task as to where I am supposed to be 
in the curriculum. I expect them to give me support when I need it. And they do.” Grace Corin 
described the support of the coaches in her interview. She stated, “They do such a great job. 
They come in and model what I need. They help me think of different ways to reach my 
students.” 
The coaching support is a factor in the academic success at Cottonwood Elementary. In 
addition to the coaches, the grade levels rely on each other to meet the school-wide goals. 
Elaine Renfro noted in her interview, “My team works well together. I have a support system 
with them. We get each other.” 
The grade levels make a conscious effort to stay together in their pacing of the 
curriculum. In each grade-level meeting I observed, kindergarten through fifth grade, the teams 
had a discussion regarding pacing guides. In the third grade team meeting one teacher was 
falling behind her colleagues in math. Questions asked of the teacher by her grade-level 
members included: Is it particular kids who aren’t ready to move on? Is it the way you are 
introducing the topic? Do you need any ideas? Ultimately, the team made the decision to help 
the teacher tweak the pacing guide so that she might be able to catch up and finish the unit with 
the rest of the team. At the end of the meeting the teacher said, “Thanks, guys. You know I am 
slower. I am a dial-up and you all are DSL.” 
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 While the teams make the decision to pace and present the curriculum as a team, most of 
the teachers interviewed planned their lessons individually. Lucy Ash expanded on this in her 
interview when she expressed, “We plan our lessons separately in kindergarten. I mean we talk 
about what is coming up and what each one of us is doing.  As far as filling out the lesson plans 
and creating units we do that ourselves.”  This was the case with the other grade levels as well. 
Varanda Bell stated: 
We have our fifth grade level planning meeting where we kind of talk about where we 
are in the curriculum. But I do my planning by myself. Now after we talk in the grade 
level planning meetings about things we make sure we’re all on the right pace and make 
sure we’re all going to be doing the same thing. But how we do it is different because we 
have a wide variety of teaching styles. 
Varanda felt it was important for the grade levels to stay in constant communication in regards 
to pacing. She commented,  
I like making sure we are all on the same page. I don’t want it to come back a few weeks 
later that someone on my team, because we are a team, wasn’t where they were 
supposed to be. I would hate for somebody to lose out, or someone’s kids to lose out on 
something because they didn’t do it correctly. I like that we keep an eye on each other. 
Lana Lamon described her grade level as being consistent and structured. She explained: 
 Our grade level is very consistent as a whole. If you come into any of our classrooms on 
any given day, you will see we are where our lesson plans say we are. We are a very 
structured grade level. We may not plan the actual lessons together, but we go over what 
skills we are supposed to be teaching that week. We make sure we are on the same page. 
 Data drive the instruction at Cottonwood Elementary.  
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As discussed in Chapter 4, one of Sara’s first initiatives was to establish a culture where data 
were at the forefront of each instructional decision made. This was still the case almost seven 
years later. Academic goals were displayed throughout the building. Teachers in each grade 
level understood the expectations for their students. Additionally, the teachers could discuss 
individual students in their grade-level meetings without referencing notes. During an 
observation of a third grade team meeting, the discussion of the latest math benchmarks sparked 
a conversation among the teachers. One teacher was concerned about two students who did not 
meet the expected goals set for the unit. She was able to talk in terms of specific numbers and 
objectives without having the data in front of her. After the meeting I asked her how she was 
able to recall the information in such great detail. She responded, “When you look at the data as 
much as we do, you know where your kids are.”  The focus on data at Cottonwood is supported 
by research conducted by Curry and Killion (2009) who contended that data should drive the 
planning, discussions, and topics of meetings in a professional learning community.  
Cottonwood Elementary uses data to determine the professional development needs of 
the teachers and students as well. Elmore (2007) defined effective professional development as 
being connected to the questions of content and pedagogy that educators are asking. Educators 
should be asking about the consequences of their instructional practices on their students. They 
should also ask general questions about effective teaching practice.  Quality professional 
development should reflect those answers. 
Cottonwood Elementary was so dedicated to differentiating the professional 
development for the grade levels that the teachers became frustrated when attending countywide 
in-service. Gail Lynn, a third grade teacher, commented on this in her interview. She expressed,  
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I much prefer the in-services we have with our group because it is developed for us by 
people who know where we are and what we need. In-services we have from outside 
people are a waste of time for us, because I think we are at a different level and they 
come in repeating things we are already doing. Our school is just at a different level and 
it’s frustrating when others don’t recognize that. 
She continued, “They (coaches) are focused on tailoring our in-services and meetings to what 
we need as a group, as an individual, and as a school.” Elmore (2007) supported her frustration 
when he stated, “Professional development in the consensus view, should be designed to 
develop the capacity of teachers to work collectively on problems of practice within their own 
schools” (p. 96). The coaches and administration worked diligently to ensure that the STIM 
meetings, grade-level meetings, and professional development opportunities were focused on 
and designed to promote academic achievement and growth. 
 Summary. It is important to note the subject of trust was prevalent throughout the 
review of literature. Though some of the components of trust were inferred during the 
interviews, the participants of the study never actually used the word trust. This is in contrast to 
Cosner’s (2009) study on collegial trust as a key component of capacity building work.  
Additionally, Youngs and Kings (2002) found school capacity was strengthened when schools 
fostered trust. I did not find this to be the case when analyzing the data from this study. 
Cottonwood Elementary’s strategic focus and alignment of their professional community 
opportunities brings to mind Dufour et al. (2004) and the six elements necessary to create an 
effective professional community. A shared mission and collaborative culture must exist. 
Additionally, the authors explained there should be a focus on learning for all students, an 
emphasis on collective inquiry into best practice, an action component and a commitment to 
 131 
continuous improvement with a focus on results (Dufour et al.). At Cottonwood Elementary the 
STIM and grade level meetings, the differentiated professional development, collaboration of 
staff, and the focus on data all resulted in a professional community focused on improving the 
instructional practices of teachers and increasing student achievement. 
Program Coherence 
Program coherence is “the extent to which a school’s programs for students and staff 
learning are coordinated, focused on clear learning goals, and sustained over a period of time” 
(Newmann et al., 2000, p. 263). There should be a strong alignment between the school’s goals, 
vision, and mission and with the instructional and professional development. Hughes et al. 
(2005) described schools with a strong program coherence as schools that work to ensure their 
curriculum and assessment practices are coordinated and aligned within the grade levels and 
with school-wide instructional goals. These schools have a logical flow of curriculum and 
assessments from one grade level to the next, and have a clear progression to the subject matter, 
not just repetition of previously learned skills.  
At Cottonwood Elementary anyone entering the building is made aware of the school’s 
vision, mission, and school-wide goals. These are posted visibly in the office, in the hallways, 
on bulletin boards, and in classrooms. The staff can easily recite the mission of the school. The 
mission of the school is to “prepare students for a productive life by ensuring that they are 
proficient learners who will be ready for academic challenges in middle school” (Staff 
Handbook, 2009, Section 6, p. 5).  
In August of 2004, when Sara began her first full year as the principal at Cottonwood, 
the staff met to discuss their vision, mission, and goals. Sara discussed the process in her 
interview. She said, “We sat down and really just talked about what we want for our children, 
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what was our vision for the school? What did we feel was important for the kids here at 
Cottonwood?” When I asked her about the wording of the mission and how it was written, she 
talked about her need to have a mission that was realistic and could be applied each day. She 
reflected: 
What I had in my head was that I didn’t want it to have all that life-long learner mess. I 
didn’t want language that was in every other mission statement. I wanted it to be clear, 
concise, and to the point. I told the staff, “Let’s come up with wording that our kids 
understand, that our parents understand.” That was the direction I wanted.  
Each teacher interviewed was able to discuss the mission of the school. They did not 
recite the mission word for word; rather they were able to put the school’s mission into their 
own words. Grace Corin described the school’s mission as, “We’re working together to help 
kids develop into successful adults. To be successful in middle school, so they can go be 
successful in high school and go out to do something to really make an impact.”  Lucy Ash 
described the mission in this way, “It’s top priority for everyone to make sure kids are prepared 
for the future, the next grade level, the middle school they go to. Every staff member in the 
building makes sure that everything is for the child’s education.” Lana Lamon discussed the 
language she uses in the classroom to support the school’s mission. She explained, “Even the 
language in my classroom, it’s always when you go to college, not if you go. I say this is what 
you will need in middle school. I feel like a lot of teachers speak in those terms.” 
How the staff at Cottonwood Elementary go about preparing their students for middle 
school is to set specific goals designed to increase academic achievement. School-wide goals 
are clearly stated in the Staff Handbook:  
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1. Increase the percentages of students in 3rd through 5th grades who score proficient or 
above in reading and language arts on the TCAP.  
2. Increase the percentages of students in 3rd through 5th grades who score proficient or 
above in mathematics on the TCAP.  
3. Decrease the previous year’s office referrals as documented by the SWIS database 
(Staff Handbook, 2009, Section 6, p. 15). 
Additionally, there are grade-level goals at Cottonwood Elementary. Each grade level has 
specific reading goals their students are expected to meet. Each grade level’s targets are in the 
staff handbook. Each grade level must meet goals for the percentage of students ending the year 
on a specific guided reading level, DIBELS benchmark, and a proficiency score from the Think 
Link Test. Both DIBELS and Think Link are formative assessments given at the school. (Staff 
Handbook, Section 6, p. 16) Grade level goals can be seen in classrooms and on the main 
hallway bulletin boards. In kindergarten, the goal is for each child to leave reading a Level D 
book. Lucy Ash described the importance of her students meeting this goal. She explained,  
We have goals for them to read on a Level D. I want all of them to be able to do this. If 
they leave on a B or C then that’s ok, as long as they aren’t struggling, know their sight 
words, and are able to decode words they don’t know.  
Mac Waldes is a certified teacher who works specifically with reading instruction at 
Cottonwood Elementary. He spoke of the teachers who come to him with questions on how to 
design their practice in the classroom to meet the goals. He described a conversation with a first 
grade teacher,  
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They will come to me and say, “This is what I am getting out of the kids. I need them at 
this level before the end of the semester. Can you help me get there?” I want to be a part 
of that. I want them meeting those goals. 
The school-wide and grade-level goals drive the instructional practices in the building. 
The administration and coaches carefully monitor the instructional practices of the staff. 
Instruction in the classrooms must reflect the school-wide and grade-level goals. In his 
interview, reading instructor Mac Waldes spoke about the focused expectations the 
administration has for the teachers. He stated, “I remember when Sara first came. She said, ‘If 
you have a bunny rabbit in your room, there had better be a reason for that bunny.’ It is not 
there for cuteness, everything has to be there for learning.” Lily Sneeder, curriculum coach, 
discussed how her role supported the alignment of the mission, goals and instructional practices 
in the building. She said, “My role is to be concerned about what reading instruction looks like 
in the building and how to improve it. That’s it.” 
As stated in the previous chapter, the professional development in the building is 
tailored to meet the specific needs of the staff at Cottonwood. Lucy Ash, spoke of the alignment 
between school-wide goals and the professional development at the school. She said, “We don’t 
have any fluff professional development. Everything goes through them (coaches and 
administration) for their approval to make sure it is applicable to our school and grade level.” 
Summary. Newmann et al. (2000) discussed five factors needed in schools to create 
strong program coherence. The authors stated that an organized focus should be prevalent in the 
building. Staff should be knowledgeable and in agreement on the specific goals set. The 
academic expectations and curriculum should be common for all staff. Administrators, teachers, 
and students should work together to meet the goals. Additionally, the authors discussed there 
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should be a “consistent climate of positive support and high expectations for all students and 
staff” (Newmann et al., p. 20). Each of the factors mentioned above can be found at 
Cottonwood Elementary. 
Technical Resources 
As previously indicated in Chapter 2, the presence of adequate technical and 
professional resources is a good indicator in determining a school’s capacity for improvement 
(Corallo & McDonald, 2002; Hughes et al., 2005; Newmann et al., 2000; Youngs & King, 
2002). The effectiveness of a school is largely dependent on the resources available to the staff 
and students. At Cottonwood Elementary, staff members were vocal about the resources 
provided to them. Each person interviewed stated they had everything they needed to do their 
job. They also felt confident the coaches in the building would help them find what they needed 
in order to increase student achievement. 
The majority of the resources in the building were provided through the Reading First 
federal grant awarded to the school in 2004. According to the U.S. Department of Education 
(2009), Reading First is a program geared towards building a strong literacy foundation in the 
early elementary grades. “This program focuses on putting proven methods of early reading 
instruction in classrooms. Through Reading First, states and districts receive support to apply 
scientifically based reading research—and the proven instructional and assessment tools 
consistent with this research—to ensure that all children learn to read well by the end of third 
grade” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, ¶ 1). 
A substantial grant, Reading First awarded $250, 000 to Cottonwood each year. The 
school was originally expected to receive the grant for three years. Due to the academic gains 
made during the first three years, the school was granted an extension for an additional three 
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years. Lily Sneeder, in her position as reading coach, was responsible for overseeing the grant. 
She discussed the grant in her interview: 
It originally only was to last for three years, so from 2004 to 2007, and then Tennessee 
got an extra bonus because we had made such progress within our grant. The state 
extended the grant for three more years, so we’ve had the grant now for six years.  The 
initial wording of the grant was for three years. 
The school was given a great deal of autonomy over the grant. A site-based program, the 
Reading First grant was handled not by the county, but by the administration at Cottonwood. 
Lily described her job as being “tied to the grant.” She reflected,  
I managed the budget for the school, so I didn’t have to turn my budget over to anybody 
downtown. That was part of the way the grant was written, that it was not to be 
encumbered by the school system, it was to be encumbered by the school.  So, every 
school then had to have, as a requirement of the grant, a full-time coach in the building. 
My salary was taken from that grant.  So, the county hasn’t paid me for six years.  I’ve 
been paid through the federal grant, but within that exchange, I’ve also been lent out to 
the State Department of Education and to the U.S. Department of Education, because it’s 
a federal grant. 
Described by Lily as a way to re-teach teachers how to teach and instruct teachers how to 
implement effective reading programs. The Reading First grant focused on the professional 
development of teachers as well as providing resources to allow effective reading instruction to 
happen.  
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 The resources purchased for the teachers and students at Cottonwood all focused on 
literacy. When I addressed the fact each classroom teacher felt they had what they needed to be 
successful with their students, Lily responded: 
When you look at the research behind what creates a rich environment in a classroom, in 
order to encourage the development of reading, it’s those things that they’re telling you 
that are important.  It’s a variety of books in the classroom that are available to kids, 
nonfiction, fiction, across the board.  It’s not just going to the library to get a book, it’s 
children having access quickly to books. It’s also having all of the materials that they 
need.  It’s having the flash cards that they need.  It’s having letter manipulation and 
word study skills. It’s timers for fluency.  It’s graphic organizers for comprehension.  
It’s lots of things, but not one particular thing.  It is all of those things together that 
helps. That was a part of the grant to be able to get all of those things at the teachers’ 
fingertips where they didn’t have to go borrow, beg or try and come up with something 
themselves. 
She continued: 
Everything that we did was looking ahead for capacity building in the sense that, we 
knew that if we made these purchases, then we needed to make purchases that we would 
still able to use 10 years from now that weren’t consumable every single year. These 
were the items each teacher needed in their classroom, and through the grant we were 
able to provide that.  
A strategic decision was made to focus on building the capacity of the staff with 
resources that were non-consumable. The intent was to ensure that when the money ran out, the 
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materials and resources would remain.  Each person interviewed mentioned how they had 
benefited from the grant either by the professional development or the resources it provided. 
Grace Corin noted, “Someone is always asking me if I have what I need to take care of my 
students.” She brought the subject up again later in her interview when discussing the support 
from the administration and the coaches in the building. She commented, “They get everything I 
need. If I have trouble teaching something and I can think of materials that might make it easier, 
then they would find a way to get it for me.” Additionally, Lana Lamon, discussed the issue. 
She commented, “If I didn’t have what I needed I would ask someone and they would get what I 
needed for me, or at least help me find something else to accomplish what I was trying to do.” 
 Jane Sarandon, curriculum coach, discussed the needs assessment she gives to the staff 
each year. She spoke of her responsibility to work with teachers to determine how to meet their 
needs. She asks them frequently: “What do you need as a teacher? What do you need as far as 
the curriculum? What do you need material-wise?” Requests are submitted to Lily and Jane and 
the coaches work to get what the teachers need so they can in turn use these resources with their 
students.  
 Sara used the weekly staff newsletter, “The Scoop”, to determine what resources the 
staff needed. In an August edition she wrote: 
Grade Level chairs, please get with your teams ASAP and write down any materials or 
supplies your grade level may need or any staff development activity you may want to 
attend. We will be working through our budgets over the next two weeks. Please think 
about the information we shared last week regarding our test scores and areas of focus 
this year. Think about our advanced students. Think about what materials or supplies 
you will need to ensure we have no fluff, busy work or other activities that do not 
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stimulate the mind or growth of our students. Please have this information to Jane by 
Thursday”. 
 There is a conscientious effort on the part of the administration and the coaches to 
provide the teachers what they need. Louise Turner, assistant principal, discussed the emphasis 
on resources during one of my observations. She explained,  
Our staff has to have the materials they need to teach our kids. We don’t want any 
excuses. So saying, “I don’t have what I need” can’t be the reason the kids aren’t 
excelling. We want our students to be successful; we want our teachers to be successful. 
So providing them what they need to do their job is essential and it is a priority for us. 
 Summary. The administrators and curriculum coaches at Cottonwood Elementary make 
an effort to provide teachers with the supplies and resources necessary to be effective 
practitioners. The Reading First grant allowed the school to build the technical resources needed 
to increase student achievement. Non-consumable resources were purchased in the area of 
literacy instruction.  With the ending of the grant, the administrators and coaches still place an 
emphasis on technical resources. Sara asks her staff frequently if they have any needs. 
Additionally, she instructs her coaches to work diligently to provide technical resources to the 
teachers and students.  
Leadership 
Fullan (2006, 2007) maintained quality leadership is imperative for capacity building to 
occur.  As noted previously, the five components of capacity building are interrelated and 
equally important.  However, Fullan (2007) stated, in the absence of quality leadership, school 
capacity cannot be obtained.  “The role of the principal is to cause the previous four factors to 
get better and better in concert” (Fullan, 2007, p. 164).  While conducting interviews and 
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observations for this study, it quickly became apparent the school’s foundation lies with Sara. 
Each teacher interviewed spoke highly of her. Everyone spoke of her leadership as being 
essential to the success of the school. As I spoke to teachers in the building, they all commented 
on the Sara’s leadership qualities.  They spoke of her instructional leadership, the accountability 
and organization demanded from them, the support from Sara, her willingness to be a team 
player and create a team atmosphere, and her visibility in the building.  This brought to mind the 
four roles Smith and Andrews (1986) determined were necessary in an effective leader. 
Specifically, the authors deemed the principal should be a resource provider, an instructional 
resource, effective communicator, and a visible presence in the school (Smith & Andrews). 
Everyone felt Sara’s presence in the building. This was largely attributed to the fact she 
was constantly around the school and in classrooms. Known as the “walk about”, the principal 
and assistant principal made frequent visits into each classroom daily. Every teacher 
interviewed spoke about the high visibility of the administrators. Grace Corin, a first grade 
teacher, summed up the sentiments of the teachers when she commented, “I see my 
administrators all the time. Every single day, mostly more than one time a day. A good two to 
three times popping in and then randomly in the halls or cafeteria.” Often the teachers stated 
they saw Sara at least twice a day. Elaine Renfro concurred when she said, “I see my 
administrators all the time. Every morning when I walk in I see Sara out and about. I see them 
multiple times throughout the day. It is the most visible administration I have ever been 
associated with.” 
 Sara’s visibility in the school is strategic and organized. The administrators use a “Walk-
About” form to track which teachers have received a visit and at what time during the day. 
Louise Turner, assistant principal, and Sara initial the form after visiting each room. The master 
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walk-about form is kept in the office. This allows the two administrators to see where the other 
has gone, therefore not duplicating visits while other teachers have not yet been visited. Each 
teacher receives a visit at least twice a day. The walkthrough form used by the administration is 
found in Appendix J.  
 The teachers in the building view Sara’s visibility as a show of support. The teachers did 
not speak negatively of having the administrators frequently visit their rooms. In fact, they 
spoke very highly of the visits Sara and Louise make each day.  First grade teacher, Grace 
Corin, discussed this in her interview. She stated: 
They’re always coming in the room. They know the students, you know, they support 
you, and they also support the students.  Just little things like that and making sure that 
we have what we need so we can do what we need to do to help the students.  They’re 
just well balanced and supportive. 
The support Sara gives to her staff was a prevalent theme throughout the interviews. Each 
teacher mentioned how supported they felt working at Cottonwood Elementary. 
 Varanda Bell was especially outspoken about the support given to her. Throughout her 
interview, she used the word “support” to describe the administrators. She spoke of the 
professional development tailored to each teacher’s needs, the open door policy Sara has with 
her faculty, and the walk-abouts each day.  She expressed: 
So, they watch how I am working with students. Am I really being efficient and 
effective with them? You know, not wasting time.  They make sure that I’m doing what 
I’m supposed to be doing when I’m suppose to be doing it. If anything is off, they’ve 
always asked if they could help or what’s going on.  They know what I’m doing so well 
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that they can come in and help fix the situation.  So, I know that they expect me to 
always be on my game so that the students can succeed, and I can succeed as a teacher. 
Additionally, Judy Womack commented, “The staff and the administration are supportive.  I 
think that the administrators would back us up on anything pretty much, unless it was something 
crazy, but even then they probably would.” She continued:  
They really care about what’s happening in your room.  It’s not that they only care when 
somebody is in trouble… because that’s what it was when I was in school.  The principal 
was when you were in trouble, and here the principal is actually in the rooms watching 
what you’re doing and caring what’s going on. 
Lana Lamon responded: 
The support definitely is a strength here. I’ve taught at several different schools, and by 
far this school, I feel has given me the support that I need to be successful in an urban 
setting, and that’s very important.  I think that compared to a few other places I’ve been, 
that’s what gives Cottonwood its success. It’s that the administrators recognize that in 
order for their teachers to be happy and to be successful, they have to give them that 
support. 
Sara spoke of the need to balance the huge expectations she has for her staff with a level of 
flexibility and support. She reflected: 
I have to be careful I don’t constantly ask them to do, do, do without offering some type 
of level of support. Pats on the back go a long way, a small line in the newsletter telling 
everyone how much I care about them, notes in their boxes, a hug when I pop in their 
classrooms. That’s all so important. At the same time, I want them to understand I 
expect a lot from them, and I have high standards for excellence. I expect their best, and 
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I don’t take less than that. It’s all a balancing act. And I would say it is something I 
continue to work towards each year I am in this job. (Field Notes, May 2010) 
An example of this balance can be found in two issues of Sara’s newsletter. Both issues 
written in December, a time of the month known to be stressful for teachers had very distinct 
tones. The issue sent to teachers on December 14 was urgent, specific, and focused. Asking the 
teachers to be proactive during the busy time she wrote: 
Winter holiday parties can occur Thursday afternoon only. With the amount of discipline 
referrals and standards being raised, we cannot waste instructional time this week or any 
week. We still need to be focused and on task. Extra planning should occur to manage 
your babies who are excited about the upcoming break. Do not let the darlings dictate 
the events of the day. Remain organized, focused and on task. 
In contrast, a week later, Sara’s newsletter was hopeful, caring, and full of support and praise. 
The tone of the newsletter was relaxed and at ease. Sara wrote: 
We wish everyone the best holiday ever. Enjoy the down time with friends and family. 
Please don’t think about school. Everyone needs a mental break. Thank you so much for 
the love, attention, dedication and compassion you have for our students. We love you 
guys. You did a great job keeping control of everything last week. You are so 
appreciated! 
It should be noted that teachers in the building feel as though they have a certain amount 
of autonomy on how to go about implementing the policies, procedures, and curriculum as 
defined by Sara. This is another example of the balance Sara seeks to find among the day-to-day 
operations in the building. Sergiovanni (1984) discussed the importance of finding this sort of 
balance when he stated: 
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There exists in excellent schools a strong culture and a clear sense of purpose, which 
defines its general thrust and nature of life for their inhabitants. At the same time, a great 
deal of freedom is given to teachers and others as to how these essential core values are 
to be honored and realized. This combination of tight structure around clear and explicit 
themes, which represent the core of the school’s culture, and of autonomy for people to 
pursue these themes in ways that make sense to them, may well be a key reason for their 
success (p. 15).  
It is important to note that Sara provided feedback for each task the staff was asked to 
accomplish. There is some type of accountability component for each task delegated or assigned 
to staff. Grade-level meetings have forms to be turned in, lesson plans are checked regularly and 
have specific requirements that need to be included, data must be analyzed and reported, and 
walk-abouts occur throughout the day. Varanda Bell discussed in her interview the 
accountability measures put in place by Sara. She specifically felt the walk-abouts helped keep 
her more on target then any of the lesson plan requirements. She commented:  
There are times that, you know, I will admit you think, “Well, they came around 10 
minutes ago so they won’t be around again for awhile.”  You might think you can relax 
a little bit. With that said, though, I think the more you see them and the more that they 
come in, the easier it is to keep your focus. There are times you don’t want to be here.  
You’re tired, you know you’re not feeling well, and it just helps you stay on your game 
when you know somebody is actually watching what you are doing and somebody cares 
about what you are doing. They put little postcards in your box and say “Oh, I loved 
how this was happening in your room” or “I love how the environment in your room 
was focused.”  It makes you, even on the days where you don’t feel good and you don’t 
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want to be there, it makes you think, “OK, well they’re watching me, so I’m going to 
make sure I’m doing what I need to be doing.” 
Accountability and responsibility were words used often at Cottonwood Elementary.  
Staff members discussed the amount of paperwork required of them. Not all of the reaction was 
positive.  At a second grade meeting one teacher stated, “What do we have to turn in now? I am 
seriously tapped out on the paperwork!” At a fourth grade meeting, the team worked through 
the data report required of them. The team argued over who would complete the form. One 
teacher exclaimed, “Just give it to me. Seriously, this at the end of the year! We have so much 
we could be doing!” In contrast, over half of the teachers interviewed spoke of the 
accountability measure in a positive way during their interviews. As Lucy Ash stated, “There 
are expectations. I mean turning in lesson plans, it’s not that hard. Yes, there is a lot on us. But I 
feel like it makes us better. And some people complain about it, but in the end we know it 
makes us better teachers.” 
Though the demands and accountability placed on the staff are rigorous, the atmosphere 
in the building is relaxed. Louise Turner, assistant principal, explained: 
The expectation that we repeat over and over again is that when it comes to children you 
need to be engaged all day long. But outside of that time in the classroom the 
atmosphere is relaxed.  At Cottonwood we strive for balance. Outside of expecting 
everyone’s “A game” professionally, we try and support them personally because happy 
teachers are better teachers. 
Teachers discussed the rigor and the demands placed on them by the administrators. However, 
all but two teachers specifically noted that the atmosphere in the building was “laid back and 
low key.” A point made by a first grade teacher was,  
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It is a very laid back school.  I don’t like to be stressed out, they expect a lot of us, but 
the administration just keeps it kind of low key and tries not to stress everybody out.  
You know it happens sometimes, I don’t know, I like the environment. 
It has been stated that Sara asks a lot of her staff. In fact, Sara demands a lot from her 
staff. However, it is important to Sara to be viewed as a team player. Though there is no doubt 
in the building who is in charge and leading the staff, Sara does work to let her staff know she is 
as committed as they.  Sara’s faculty will tell you she “is in it with us” and works to show the 
staff just that. This is evident in her decision to teach a fifth grade writing group each year. As 
the fifth grade teachers and students prepare to take the state writing assessment, Sara, the 
assistant principal, and the curriculum coaches all teach a writing group.  She found this was 
imperative when she was asking the staff to collectively understand that test scores were the 
responsibility of everyone, not just third through fourth grade teachers and students. She stated, 
“When the scores (fifth grade writing scores) came back, we all had ownership in it, and it gets 
really personal.”  
Sara spoke in her interview about the importance of working just as hard as she asks her 
teachers and students to work. She commented: 
I think, I hope they would say, and I think that they would say that I have a basic  
philosophy about I don’t ever ask them to do something that I haven’t done, and I’m 
very adamant about that.  I like to model that behavior for the teachers, just like teachers 
model it for the kids in the classroom.  You know if I’m going to ask them to work 
really diligently and show me their lesson plans, and if they’re going to develop these 
very extensive plans, then I’m going to have to walk them through how to do that.  I 
can’t just say here’s my expectation, go figure it out. So, we’ve always been able to say 
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yes it might seem like a lofty ideal, but we’re not going to just throw it at you and say 
figure it out.  We’re going to give you very specific guidelines as to how we want you to 
get there. We get push back from things that if we have introduced something too 
quickly and without enough modeling and explanations, then they’re the first to let us 
know.   
Throughout my observations and interviews it became apparent the administrators at 
Cottonwood Elementary understood they have to model for teachers and outline specifically for 
teachers what they expect from them. Elmore (2007) described the idea of reciprocity of 
accountability and capacity as: 
My authority to require you to do something you might not otherwise do depends on my 
capacity to create the opportunity for you to learn how to do it, and to educate me on the 
process of learning how to do it, so that I become better at enabling you to do it the next 
time. (p. 69) 
The administrators are focused on ensuring their teachers are providing quality 
instruction to students. Sara had a very clear idea of what her job was. Specifically, she 
explained: 
The most important job that I have is to make sure the children in our building are given 
the best teachers and the best possible education that we can provide them. How I do this 
is by having really high expectations of my staff and holding them accountable. Period. 
If we have to write someone up for not providing appropriate instruction we do. 
Examples of this are teachers who think teaching is providing packets of work or 
teachers not providing students with challenging instruction. I want quality lesson plans 
turned in and I look at all the details in the plans. If the levels of the books you are using 
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doesn’t match the level of the students in your class I want to know why. I am involved 
in every single aspect of providing instruction in the building. It’s my job to make sure 
our kids are engaged and receiving a quality education. (Field Notes, May 2010) 
The staff was aware of Sara’s expectations. As a second grade teacher stated, “My 
administration expects me to stick with the curriculum, to maintain a structured learning 
environment, to engages my students, to be structured by enforcing the rules, and to provide 
them with a quality education.” 
While Sara will be the first to tell you that there are certain expectations that cannot be 
negotiated in the building, she also prides herself on seeking input from her staff. At the end of 
each year, Sara sends out a survey to the staff. The results are reported only to Sara and Louise 
Turner, the assistant principal. The information is used in-house only, and the feedback she gets 
from the survey is important to her. She discussed the survey during one of my observations, 
“The information is for us to see what our staff’s perceptions of us are. What are they 
thinking?” She feels this information is valuable because, “I need to know where we can grow 
and serve them better. Our second most important job is to take care of our staff so they can 
take care of our children.”  
 The survey questions elicited information regarding decisions made in the building, 
meetings with parents, communication, feedback and discipline. For a list of the questions, and 
survey results see Appendix K. Lana Lamon spoke of the reflective nature of the administrators 
in her interview. She said, “They’re constantly asking and brainstorming with you. They want to 
know what they can do better, what we can do better, how can we change a situation for this 
child or that child to make it so that they can learn.” 
Elmore (2000) stated:  
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The job of administrative leaders is primarily about enhancing the skills and knowledge of 
people in the organization, creating a common culture of expectations around the use of 
those skills and knowledge, holding the various pieces of the organization together as a 
productive relationship with each other, and holding individuals accountable for their 
contribution to the collective result. (p. 15)   
Lily Sneeder spoke of Sara’s drive to push the faculty at Cottonwood to continually learn more, 
teach more, and grow as much as they possibly can. She described this ethic in Sara when she 
noted: 
Huge, huge, huge. That’s how I describe her leadership and the success of our building. It’s 
her expectation of us; you know she does not let up.  Nothing ever seems comfortable 
around here, and honestly I remember us kind of being at year four or year five of the grant 
and everything seemed to work like clockwork. I worked myself out of a job, which was 
what my goal was. But I remember coming to Sara and saying, “I’m not sure I have 
anything to contribute.” Her response was, “Then OK, lets figure out what else needs to be 
going on.  There has to be something we can get rolling here.” Her belief is we are missing 
something if we’re just being idle.  I remember thinking,  “OK, well here we go.”  We’re 
going to start digging in some journals. I’m going to call my research friends and say, 
“What’s new? What are you finding?” She is always pushing me to go further than I thought 
I could.  A lot of it has just been her and her motivation for learning.   
 Summary. Sergiovanni (1984) described five aspects of leadership he called forces. 
These forces can be thought of as means available to administrators when bringing about the 
changes needed to improve schools. The five forces are technical, human, educational, 
symbolic, and cultural. These forces can be used to describe Sara’s leadership style and actions. 
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The technical leader spends time planning the organizational structure and schedules necessary 
for the life of the school. The human leader emphasizes relationships, interpersonal interactions 
among staff and provides support and growth opportunities. The educational leader develops 
curriculum, provides for supervision and evaluation and is a clinical practitioner able to 
diagnose educational problems. Sergiovanni described the symbolic leader as having the role of 
chief in the building. This individual is visible and models for staff and students a unified vision 
of the school through their actions. Lastly, the cultural leader defines the values and beliefs that 
give the school its unique identity. Throughout the data collection process, each force could 
clearly be identified in Sara’s leadership style.  
Young and King (2002) wrote, “Instructional quality can also be strengthened when 
principals create internal structures and conditions that promote teacher learning” (p. 244). 
During one of my observations, Sara stated that every decision she makes is driven by her need 
to provide students with quality instruction. The support she gives her staff, and the 
accountability she asks from herself and the staff, the feedback she seeks to grow as a leader are 
all key factors in the success Cottonwood Elementary has achieved. 
A Sixth Component 
Throughout the data collection process, a common theme began to emerge. I began to 
notice patterns in how the staff described their jobs and roles at Cottonwood Elementary. 
Frequently, the phrases “it is my responsibility,” “it’s my job,” or “I owe it to the grade ahead of 
me” were used by the participants in this study. This sense of responsibility and expectation 
could easily be included within the components of capacity building as defined by Newmann et 
al. (2000). For example, within the component of leadership, the administrator sets the tone and 
expectations in the building. Responsibility and expectations could also fall under the 
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component of program coherence because this mindset could be considered as part of the shared 
vision and mission. Responsibility, expectations and accountability could be included in the 
professional community component as the faculty works together to achieve the school-wide 
goals. Additionally, the notion of responsibility could be categorized as a teacher disposition. 
Elmore (2007), however, described the alignment of accountability, responsibility, and 
expectations as internal accountability. 
Elmore in his interview with Costante (2010) defined internal accountability as: 
…the coherence alignment among individuals’ conceptions of what they are responsible 
for and how, collective expectations at the organizational level, and processes by which 
people within the organization account for what they do. Internal accountability 
precedes and determines all school responses to their external environment. (p. 3) 
Figure 5 illustrates the manner in which internal accountability is related to the other five 
components.  For the purposes of this study, I feel the concept of internal accountability is 
important enough to stand alone as its own component of capacity building.  
Internal Accountability 
While spending time at Cottonwood Elementary, I began to notice a consistent theme 
among the staff and teachers. Several words were repeated frequently in my interactions with 
the faculty such as: expectations, responsibility, ownership, and accountability. The teachers 
became emphatic when discussing what they perceived their role to be in the school. They 
passionately described their responsibility as teachers at Cottonwood. This sense of ownership 
and responsibility could be heard throughout the interviews given by multiple teachers. Elmore 
(2007) described this alignment of expectations and responsibility as internal accountability.  
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Figure 5. Internal accountability as related to the five components of capacity building. 
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Elmore (2007) defined effective schools as “ schools that have a clear, strong internal 
focus on issues of instruction, student learning and expectations for teacher and student 
performance” (p. 114). The author described effective schools as having a strong internal 
accountability system. He continued: 
By this we mean that there is a high degree of alignment among individual teachers 
about what they can do and about their responsibility for the improvement of student 
learning. Such schools, also have shared expectations among teachers, administrators, 
and students about what constitutes good work and a set of processes for observing 
whether these expectations are being met. (p. 114) 
The set of processes for observing whether or not expectations are being met in the 
schools are the accountability systems in place. Specifically, accountability mechanisms are 
defined by Elmore (2007) as, “the variety of formal and informal ways by which people in 
schools give an account of their actions to someone in a position of formal authority” (p. 140). 
These systems detail the expectations of staff and students. Additionally, they lay out the 
consequences if such expectations are not met. Elmore explained: 
Accountability systems don’t cause schools to improve; they create the conditions in 
which it is advantageous for schools to work on specific problems, to focus their work in 
particular ways, and to develop new knowledge and skills in their students and staff. (p. 
117) 
At Cottonwood Elementary, a focus on data and the assessments given serve as one of many 
accountability mechanisms. After each assessment was given, results for each teacher and class 
were distributed at staff meetings. I attended a staff meeting in May 2010 where the staff was 
given the Guided Reading/Comprehension Levels Summary of all classroom teachers. Listed 
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were each teacher’s name and the number of students who were finishing the year below, on, or 
above grade level. This report can be found in Appendix L. Teachers spoke of the accountability 
measures in place during their interviews. Lucy Ash commented:  
Everyone is open here and they see your scores from the assessments. In faculty 
meetings they pass out a page and say each grade who is proficient and who was not. 
The accountability is huge. Everyone can see what you’ve done and you want to have 
done a good job. You want to say I did my job- my kids are ready. Look, the data boards 
are everywhere. Everyone knows what they need to do. We all definitely have a work 
ethic to do well, but also the accountability is there as well.  
Varanda Bell echoed the sentiments of Lucy when she noted: 
I feel a push mainly from the administration, including curriculum coaches. Every time 
we take a test it comes back with my name and my students’ names and what they 
scored. It will say how many below, on, above. I just don’t get my scores and see how 
they are doing. Everybody in the building sees your scores and how your kids are doing. 
I don’t want my name next to scores that aren’t great and I don’t want my kids’ names 
listed next to scores that aren’t great. I am not a competitive person, but I want to do my 
best and I want my kids to do their best. We work really hard to make sure that happens. 
I hate seeing red on my assessments. I hate red. I hate it for my class. It also helps, 
though because it lets me know I need to change my focus. 
Teachers were held responsible for their data. In addition to having your scores public 
knowledge among the staff, teachers were individually asked to defend scores if they do not 
meet the goals set for them. The administrators personally arrange for support from the 
curriculum coaches, holds conferences, and oversees action plans design to improve instruction 
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in the classroom. Elmore (2007) encouraged accountability measures and consequences for 
teachers not meeting expectations. He stated, “For alignment between expectations and personal 
responsibility to function as an internal accountability system, there must be consequences if the 
alignment does not exist or if an individual fails to meet the expectations” (p. 182). 
In conjunction with accountability measures, there must be collective expectations and a 
sense of responsibility among teachers for an internal accountability system to be present. 
Elmore (2007) classified responsibility as being personal and individual in nature. 
Responsibility stems from the values and beliefs of individuals.  A sense of responsibility may 
or may not come from one’s upbringing; it could also be influenced by life experiences or from 
interactions with others. Grace Corin spoke of the responsibility she felt as a first grade teacher. 
She said, 
I know that I have to make sure that my students are prepared for whatever is to come. I 
know that I’m doing first grade curriculum, but I should be able to prepare my students 
not only for second grade, but that they can be successful up until we pass them on to a 
middle school.  
Elaine Renfro reflected: 
The responsibility comes from me. We like to know what is happening among the grade 
levels. I know what kindergarten does and what 2nd grade needs. We feel like with all 
the assessments we have to do that you don’t want to be the only one not meeting your 
goals. You don’t want to let your grade level or the school down because we have the 
goals and we are constantly monitoring how we are doing meeting those goals. So we 
are pushed with the accountability. It’s my job to get the kids where 2nd grade will need 
them.  We wouldn’t be very good teachers if we didn’t do our jobs. 
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Lana Lamon discussed her views on the subject. She responded, 
For me it’s my work ethic. It comes down to every job I have ever done- it’s work ethic. 
An innate understanding of the world and understanding how important it is to have 
education. Our children don’t get that so it is my responsibility to expect them to stay on 
grade level.  Teachers often talk about our work ethic and we really have the same 
values and the same ethics. I find that with others the language is used- How can we get 
the kids to where they need to be? Why aren’t they there? What can we do? How can 
people help us? An example this year has been the topic of reading directions.  
Differing from responsibility, expectations are collective in nature. Elmore (2007) 
defined expectations as characterizing “the shared norms and values of school participants 
developed to get the work of the school done” (p. 139).  Teachers, coaches, and administrators 
spoke often and freely when it came to the topic of expectations. Sara stated in her interview, 
“The message that is clearly sent around here is that we do not waste time.” Louise Turner, 
assistant principal, added, “Their schedules are packed. Our schedules are packed. And we don’t 
have a minute to spare because we have a lot of growing to do with our kids.”  
Jane Sarandon spoke of the expectations she has for herself when she noted, “I have to 
bring my A game to work everyday. We take a check from the county each month. They are 
paying us to do a good job and we want to be the best teachers out there”. She also spoke of the 
expectations Sara has for the staff. She said, 
She will not tolerate anything but, like I said your A game everyday.  If you’re tired, get 
a sub and go home.  If you’re sick, get a sub and go home.  Don’t bring chaos into these 
children’s lives.  You come prepared to do the best teaching possible ever, ever, not just 
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if you feel like it.  You better come in here good every day. My feet weren’t held to the 
fire before Sara came. You better believe I work my hardest now. 
When asked what she expects as the reading coach from the teachers, Lily Sneeder responded, 
“To show up and teach. To show up and do their job every single day and give every kid a 
chance. Just come and teach everyday.” 
 Included in the Staff Handbook is a document titled “Principals’ Expectations of Staff.” 
In this document Sara has outlined 15 expectations they have of their staff. Examples of these 
expectations include: bring problems/issues to the principals as soon as they occur, each child 
should be taught at his/her instruction level, meet all school-wide and grade-level goals, 
collaborate with staff members, and complete your administrative duties on time. (For a 
complete list of the administration’s expectations of staff, see Appendix M).  
Elmore (2007) noted responsibility, expectations and accountability operate closely with 
each other. He stated, “Individual conceptions of responsibility may influence collective 
expectations or, alternatively, collective expectations may influence individual conceptions of 
responsibility. Similarly, individual conceptions of responsibility or collective expectations may 
influence formal or informal accountability systems, or vice versa” (Elmore, pp. 141-142). 
Figure 6 illustrates the relationships and alignment of individual responsibility, collective 
expectations and accountability. 
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Figure 6. Interactions and Alignment. Adapted from School Reform Inside and Out, by R. 
Elmore, 2007, p. 141. Copyright 2008 by the Harvard Education Press. 
 
Schools with strong internal accountability assign causality for their success or failure to 
themselves, and to the knowledge and skill they bring to their work (Elmore, 2007). Schools 
with high internal accountability function more effectively when dealing with the pressure of 
external accountability. Additionally, internal accountability systems influence individual 
actions if they are consistent with the values represented in individual responsibility and 
collective expectations (Elmore, 2007). 
Elmore (2007) described how this alignment could manifest itself in schools. 
Administration can produce alignment in several ways. First, they can deliberately choose 
teachers and staff who share their common set of values to work in the school. They could also 
use the structure of the organization to socialize individuals to a set of common views and 
beliefs. Alignment is the strength of the agreement inside the school, not the subject of that 
agreement. At Cottonwood Elementary, the subject of the agreement inside the school, as 
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documented in interviews and observations, was to increase student achievement and the 
professional growth of the staff. 
Elmore (2007) discussed a study of an elementary school staff and their expectations. In 
the study staff responded to what was expected of them by their principal. The expectations of 
the administration affected the teachers’ sense of responsibility. This was similar to what has 
occurred at Cottonwood Elementary. There was an alignment of the staffs’ personal feelings of 
responsibility, the shared expectations of the school and administration, and the noticeable 
accountability structures in place at Cottonwood. This alignment created an internal 
accountability system at Cottonwood Elementary that affected the actions and behaviors of the 
staff. Kindergarten teacher Lucy Ash expressed: 
Internally I judge myself by the job I did, if I did a good job. A goal for myself is that 
my kids have to be prepared. If they weren’t prepared I would feel like I didn’t do my 
job. The other teachers expect it and the principals expect it. I expect it. 
All but one teacher interviewed at Cottonwood Elementary appeared to have internalized 
the expectations set at the school. These individuals felt it was their responsibility to live up to 
the expectations set for them. Each classroom teacher interviewed spoke of their responsibility 
to meet the goals and expectations set for them. At Cottonwood there was an alignment between 
what Sara expected the teachers to accomplish and what the teachers felt was their 
responsibility to accomplish each year in their classrooms and with their students.  
When we discussed the prevalent theme of responsibility among the teachers, Lily 
Sneeder had this to say about the subject: 
Well, I think two things. I think Sara probably sets that expectation that we’re here to 
work and we’re here to work hard. We’re here to do what we do as teachers, which is 
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teach our children so that they can go to the next grade and be successful learners.  I 
mean everybody in this building I’m sure will tell you our goal is to send students to 
middle school.  
She continued: 
That’s what we are supposed to do.  For me though as the reading coach, I see it as a 
result also of our goals. I think setting those very advantageous goals and keeping 
teachers accountable to those goals has also created that mind-set of “I have to get this 
done.”  For example: My kids in first grade need to leave here reading 40 words per 
minute.  They need to have a comprehension level of at least 20, a recall level of 50% of 
what they read.  They have very specific goals that they know is the expectation. I think 
that a lot of us, intrinsically as teachers we’re very goal oriented. We know that we may 
not have done our job if we didn’t meet a lot of those goals.   
She added: 
I didn’t see that in the beginning. I definitely have seen that attitude you know in the last 
four years, the last three years more so than any. I think a lot of that attitude comes from 
the fact that they saw that their work was productive.  That they were making an impact. 
That the teacher before them was productive. Therefore they’ve got to continue that line 
of events.  They also saw how much Cottonwood was recognized for the amount of 
work that we had done.  All of the rewards and all of the accolades that we received as a 
school because of the work that they had done. Together we have achieved great things. 
They want that to continue. 
Summary. Elmore in his interview with Costante (2010) discussed how internal 
accountability precedes external accountability. He commented: 
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You can get an organization’s attention through testing and feeding back test scores 
against standards. You can even reinforce that with various kinds of sanctions and 
support. You can categorize schools, you can penalize schools and you can provide extra 
resources and so on. But none of that is going to work unless the school has developed 
its internal capacity to hold the adults and the kids accountable to each other. (p. 2) 
At Cottonwood Elementary teachers speak openly about the responsibility they have to students 
and to the other faculty to increase student achievement and achieve the grade-level and school-
wide goals set. Additionally, the teachers have high expectations for each other as effective 
educators and for their students. The accountability measures put in place by Sara play an 
important role in ensuring teachers work hard to meet the goals and benchmarks set by the 
administrators. The alignment of the responsibility, expectations, and accountability create an 
internal accountability system that appears to be institutionalized throughout the building by the 
majority of the staff. This concept is so prevalent throughout the building with administrators 
and faculty it is important enough to be considered as a major factor in the success the school 
has had in building capacity. Therefore it is considered, for the purposes of this study, to be the 
sixth component of capacity building necessary to implement reform and increase student 
achievement. 
Conclusion of Findings 
The data collected for this study were analyzed based on the theoretical framework of 
capacity building as defined by Newmann et al. (2000). The authors listed five components of 
capacity building necessary to increase academic achievement. These components included: 
teacher knowledge, skill, and disposition; professional community; program coherence; 
technical resources; and leadership. Additionally, after Elmore’s (2007) concept of internal 
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accountability emerged as a finding, it was included as the sixth component of capacity 
building. 
 The goal of this study was to examine one school’s efforts to remove itself from the 
NCLB list. Additionally, the study looked for evidence of the components of capacity building 
in place at Cottonwood. Chapters 4 and 5 sought to answer the two research questions: (1) What 
initiatives were implemented at Cottonwood Elementary School to remove the school from the 
NCLB school improvement list? (2) What evidence of the components of capacity building, as 
defined by Newmann et al. (2000), can be found at Cottonwood Elementary School?  
In order to better discuss the findings, each research question was divided into its own 
chapter. The data collected from observations, interviews, and documents were analyzed using 
the theoretical framework of capacity building. 
Findings on Research Question 1 
 The findings related to the first research question posed in this study were examined 
through four initiatives created by the administration in an attempt to remove the school from 
the NCLB list. The administrative team and faculty at Cottonwood Elementary chose to focus 
on: behavior and the structure of the building, attendance, literacy through professional 
development, and on data and accountability. The strategic focus on these four initiatives helped 
Cottonwood Elementary make remarkable gains in a short period of time.  
When principal Sara Wright began her tenure in January 2004 as principal at 
Cottonwood the school was labeled as a school failing to make adequate yearly progress. 
Specifically, the school was labeled a Target school and then moved into School Improvement 1 
by the end of the 2003-2004 school year. At the end of Sara’s full first year as the administrator 
in 2005, the school had made gains significant enough to move them into School Improvement 
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1–Improving. The following year in 2006 the school had been removed from the NCLB list all 
together.  
Findings on Research Question 2 
The findings related to the second research question posed in this study were examined 
through the five components of capacity building as defined by Newmann et al. (2000). The 
components of capacity building used in this study to discuss the goals and initiatives in place at 
Cottonwood Elementary were: teacher knowledge, skill, and disposition; professional 
community; program coherence; technical resources; leadership; and internal accountability. 
Cottonwood Elementary can be described as a school in which the administrators and 
faculty have succeeded in increasing the capacity of the school and faculty. The school has 
spent seven years building capacity among the stakeholders. As documented through 
observations and interviews, this is clearly not a school in the beginning stages of capacity 
building. This is a school functioning with high levels of capacity. There is a depth to the 
teacher knowledge and efficacy of the staff. The vision of the school is aligned to school-wide 
and statewide goals. Resources are provided in a strategic effort to give staff what they need to 
be successful teachers. Professional development opportunities are differentiated in order to 
meet the needs of the staff. Internal accountability systems are in place.  
While analyzing data a common theme began to emerge. Teachers discussed the 
responsibilities they had as members of the Cottonwood Elementary community. The 
participants talked openly about the expectations they have of their administrators and students. 
Faculty explained the numerous accountability measures in place. The concept of internal 
accountability could be included in some of the five components of capacity building as defined 
by Newmann et al. (2000). However, at Cottonwood the alignment of responsibility, 
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expectations, and accountability is internalized to a degree it is important and prevalent enough 
to be considered the sixth component of capacity building. 
The strong leadership at Cottonwood Elementary is the driving force behind the success 
of the change and reform initiatives implemented seven years ago. Fullan (2007) discussed the 
importance of principal leadership and the success of capacity building. The author summarized 
that at the heart of school capacity was principal leadership focused on the development of 
teachers’ knowledge and skills, professional community, program coherence, and technical 
resources. Additionally, Sara Wright and her team have a strong internal accountability system 
in place. The result for Cottonwood Elementary has been an increase in student achievement, an 
increase in teacher efficacy and knowledge, and an increase in capacity for the faculty and staff. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 
CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to examine how one school, Cottonwood Elementary, was 
able to remove itself from the NCLB list.  It is clear from the data that the reform efforts and 
change initiatives in place at Cottonwood Elementary reflected all five of the components of 
capacity building (Newmann et al., 2000). Additionally, a sixth component was noted in the 
analysis of data. A strong internal alignment of responsibility, expectations and accountability 
was so prevalent in the building it was determined to be a factor in the success of the school. It 
was this conclusion that led me to include internal accountability, as defined by Elmore (2007), 
as a sixth component of capacity building. In this chapter a discussion of the results based on 
the work of the teachers and administrators at Cottonwood Elementary will be presented.  
Additionally, how the research behind the components of capacity building was put into 
practice at Cottonwood Elementary, recommendations for future studies, and concluding 
thoughts are also included.  
Is There a “How to Guide” For Administrators? 
 There is no  “one size fits all” model for increasing academic achievement and removing 
a school from the NCLB list. The initiatives undertaken by Sara Wright at Cottonwood 
Elementary may or may not work for someone else in a similar situation. However, after 
analyzing the steps taken by Sara to initially remove the school from the list, there are several 
key points worth reiterating. Closely examining the organization of the building, the 
administrator’s visibility in the school, the accountability mechanisms in place, having high 
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expectations for all staff and students, offering differentiated professional development, and 
analyzing data are important action steps to consider when faced with the daunting task of 
elevating a poor performing school.  
Get Organized  
 When Sara began at Cottonwood Elementary in January 2004, the students were in 
charge. The administrators took steps to bring structure and order to the school. Schedules were 
created and adhered to by staff, administrators and students. Procedures were put in place for 
the classrooms, cafeteria, bathrooms, and hallways. Having an organized and structured 
environment allowed the teachers to teach and the students to learn without distraction. Every 
minute of the day was accounted for, and teachers were expected to be on time and using their 
schedules each day. 
 The school day at Cottonwood was not the only thing structured and organized. Sara had 
a system that helped her stay organized and hold her staff accountable. Each moment of her day 
was accounted for and documented. She explained, “You have to have a paper trail for 
everything. I file and label everything I work on. It has to be where I can find it and organized 
so that I can make sense of it. There is no hunting around my office for things. Everything has a 
place.” She continued, “If I know what I am doing and where I am going, it allows me the 
opportunity to be visible throughout the building, checking to make sure the teachers know 
where they are going and what they are doing.” 
 Consistency and structure were key at Cottonwood Elementary. After the 
implementation of a school-wide discipline policy, training teachers on a school-wide behavior 
program (COMP), and putting in place schedules and routines that forced students and staff to 
become organized, Cottonwood saw a dramatic decline in the number of discipline referrals. 
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This ensured the students were in their classrooms receiving instruction and gave the 
administrators time to work with teachers and be visible throughout the building. An organized 
and structured learning environment is recommended to begin any type of reform effort. 
Stay Visible 
 All of the teachers interviewed stated they saw the administrators not once, but multiple 
times throughout the day. The teachers spoke positively when discussing the visibility of Sara in 
the building. Students and staff were accustomed to the walk-abouts, pop-ins, and the 
prominence of the administrators. There was very little that occurred in the building that the 
administrators did not know about. Teachers mentioned more than once that consistently seeing 
Sara in the building kept them working at their highest levels. A recommendation to 
administrators facing similar situations is to be seen frequently throughout the school 
environment.  
Hold Everyone Accountable 
 Sara did not ask for anything from the teachers that she did not follow through with 
herself. Lesson plans were required and then reviewed by an administrator. Grade level, data, 
and Student Teacher Information Meetings (STIM) meetings had monitored forms and protocol 
dictated by Sara. If teachers were asked to do something, Sara followed up to check on their 
progress. Not only did Sara hold her teachers and students accountable for their goals, she asked 
that the staff hold each other accountable as well.  
 Teachers at Cottonwood Elementary were expected to reach the grade-level and school-
wide goals set for their students at the beginning of the year. Sara monitored the data as the 
assessments were given. When teachers were not meeting their goals, often teachers were asked 
to create an action plan outlining the steps they were taking to increase their scores. “You have 
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to keep your staff on their toes. You have to follow through with everything. There can’t be any 
misunderstanding on what is expected and what will happen if they don’t do what they are 
expected to do,” Sara explained.  
Have High Expectations 
 Goals were set and posted throughout the building at Cottonwood Elementary.  Each 
teacher and student knows what is expected of him or her by the end of the year. Teachers were 
given benchmarks to reach throughout the year.  This allowed the teachers to steadily make 
progress towards the grade-level and school-wide goals. Additionally, these goals were 
monitored frequently throughout the year. 
 Just as Sara had high expectations of her staff, the faculty had high expectations of their 
students.  Students were aware of their goals, as well as the progress they were making towards 
those goals. Additionally, teachers had high expectations of each other. Grade levels expected 
the teachers in the grades below them to meet their own goals so the grade level above could 
meet theirs. The expectation at Cottonwood was that each child ends the year on grade level. 
Lily Sneeder, a curriculum coach, expressed, “Everyone in this building knows what is expected 
of them. They know it’s not going to be easy to get it done either. But I think it makes everyone 
work their hardest.” 
Differentiate Your Professional Development 
 Sara was also vocal in her decision to tailor the professional development opportunities 
to the needs of the staff. Staff were not expected to attend system-wide development 
opportunities unless they chose to attend. The teachers were asked to attend professional 
development workshops based on their needs as identified by data. Curriculum coaches and 
teachers provided the after-school workshops designed specifically with the teachers and 
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students of Cottonwood in mind. Teachers were asked to identify their professional 
development needs and communicate those needs to the coaches and administrators.  
Learn To Use Data 
Sara wanted her staff to know from the beginning that all instructional decisions would 
be based on data. The push to read assessments and analyze their results was difficult for many 
staff members at first. Cottonwood conducted a number of assessments not required by the 
county. This allowed them to get a better picture of where the students were, therefore dictating 
where the teachers needed to go in order to achieve the goals. Data were analyzed as a grade 
level. The data meetings were required after each assessment and recorded. This allowed 
teachers and coaches to make immediate changes if needed. Sara explained the importance of 
data when she stated,  
Today with so many programs you can use to analyze data there is no excuse to not 
know where your students are academically. We won’t be caught off guard here. No 
teacher should be surprised if at the end of the year their students didn’t make gains. We 
monitor everything as it happens. 
In Her Own Words 
When you walk through the halls of Cottonwood Elementary you see the students and 
teachers engaged and organized. It was difficult to imagine the school in a state of chaos. The 
participants interviewed spoke candidly about the disarray and panic each day before Sara 
began as principal. As I spent time in the building speaking to teachers, observing their 
classrooms, grade-level meetings, PLCs, and daily activities I could not help but think how 
difficult an undertaking it all must have been.  
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The steps Sara took to remove the school from the NCLB list for poor academic 
performance were discussed in Chapter 4.  Primarily, the school concentrated on four strategic 
initiatives: increasing attendance, organization and structure in order to decrease discipline 
issues, educating teachers on using data and assessments to drive instruction, and providing 
professional development in the area of literacy instruction. Sara and the teachers were very 
straight forward when describing the steps taken to increase student achievement.  During one 
of the days spent shadowing Sara I asked her about the ease with which she spoke about her 
efforts to turn the school around. Her reply was, “It was anything but easy.” Here are some of 
Sara’s candid thoughts and reflections on lessons she has learned throughout the seven years at 
Cottonwood. Specifically, she focused on what she learned about herself and the process of 
turning around a school labeled as failing. 
• In the beginning when turning around a school, a lot of staff members are not 
going to like you. Actually, most of them are going to hate you. They will resist 
change. Those that continue to dislike you need to be out of the building. Those 
that turn around and see the importance of changes will probably be around to 
see the benefits. It won’t take long for most staff, the ones that are going to be 
around for the long haul, to realize it wasn’t in the best interest of kids the way 
the school was functioning before. They will come around. And if they don’t, 
they can’t stay in your building.  
• Part of you gets lost when turning around a school.  However, a new self 
emerges. You won’t be the same administrator you were when you began. You 
change with the school. It’s important, though, to keep focused on what matters- 
the children. 
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• The process of change hurts physically and mentally. It hurts. It’s not easy. You 
work hard. It exhausts you. And nothing is ever comfortable. I think if you know 
ahead of time how uneasy things are going to feel, it may make it easier to work 
through. 
• Turning around a school can be one of the loneliest experiences of one’s life but 
one of the most rewarding. You don’t make a lot of friends changing the way 
things have always been done. You don’t make a lot of friends telling teachers 
they aren’t teaching in a way that is effective. People don’t necessarily like you. 
But as time goes on, and they see why you are so strict and why you push them 
so hard. And one day you realize you did it. It’s an incredible feeling and 
something that makes up for the isolation and if I had it to do all over again I 
wouldn’t change a damn thing. 
• It is essential to set high expectations for all staff members in the building.  
Incompetence is not acceptable.  Being average is not acceptable.  You set your 
bar extremely high. Your staff will rise to the occasion. You have to give them 
the tools to get there. But they can get there. You don’t accept anything less than 
their very best. Period. 
• Sustaining academic excellence is a different beast than turning around an 
effective school. Once you make the gains and get off the list you have this 
moment of “now what?” If you think it’s hard to turn around a school, you’ll 
think sustaining that success is even harder. It’s about finding what worked and 
then improving upon those efforts. 
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• Standing by your values and beliefs is a must even though on a lot of days it’s 
very difficult not be swayed by others. People will tell you to do things 
differently. Listen to your little voice and let that guide you. If you mess up then 
figure out what went wrong and try it again. Look, I made mistakes but I didn’t 
sit around and get stressed about those mistakes. Believe in yourself, believe in 
your school, stay focused, and work your hardest for kids. 
There is no “quick fix” when it comes to increasing student achievement. However, there are 
initiatives a principal can put in place that will lay the foundation for increasing the academic 
achievement of students. Sara spoke about this issue during one of my observations. She 
commented,  
I hesitate to say that these are the things that anyone could do to successfully get your 
school on track for success. But realistically speaking, you can’t teach students who 
aren’t in the classrooms due to poor behavior. You can’t expect teachers to teach using 
best practices if you haven’t exposed them to the latest research. If you aren’t tracking 
your students through data then you can’t make adjustments to meet their needs along 
the way. And for me, you can’t achieve success without setting high standards and 
demanding excellence form everyone in your building. 
A recommendation to administrators in similar situations would be to concentrate on these 
areas. 
Capacity Building In Practice 
Elmore’s (2007) statement can be used to sum up the efforts of Sara Wright and the 
faculty at Cottonwood Elementary. The author summarized: 
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The main themes of the story are a continuity of focus on core instruction, first in 
literacy and then in mathematics; heavy investments in highly targeted professional 
development for teachers and principals in the fundamentals of strong classroom 
instruction; strong and explicit accountability by principals and teachers for the quality 
of practice and the level of student performance, backed by a direct oversight of 
classroom practice by principals and district personnel; and a normative climate in 
which adults take responsibility for their own, their colleagues’ and their students’ 
learning. (p. 78) 
Repeatedly throughout the analysis of data collected at Cottonwood I found evidence to support 
the research conducted on capacity building. In the Tables 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, and 17 I have 
presented the research on each component of capacity building.  Additionally, the tables 
highlight the evidence of the components found throughout the daily activities at Cottonwood 
Elementary. The tables organize the extensive amount of research found in practice at 
Cottonwood. The tables revisit the research on each of the components of capacity building as 
well as briefly describe what the component looks like in practice at Cottonwood. 
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Table 12 
Teacher Knowledge, Skill and Disposition In Practice at Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Teacher Knowledge, Skill, and 
Disposition in Practice 
Borko, H., Wolf, S., Simone, S. & 
Uchiyama, K. (2003) 
Teachers must have the knowledge 
and skills to drive the reform efforts. 
Cottonwood Elementary teachers 
are guided through the curriculum, 
pacing guides, and assessments with 
the support of the curriculum 
coaches. 
Youngs, P., & King, M. (2002) Teachers should integrate the 
curriculum into every lesson. 
Lesson plans are checked/ 
Lesson plans must list the 
curriculum objectives covered. 
 Teachers should be professionally 
competent in curriculum and 
pedagogy. 
PLC meetings and professional 
development opportunities are 
focused on research-based practice 
and instructional strategies. 
Hughes, G., Copley, L., Howley, C., 
& Meehan, M. (2005) 
Teachers should collaborate and 
observe one another. 
Grade level and PLC meetings 
occur weekly. 
Teachers are frequently visiting 
other classrooms to observe peers 
teach. 
Teachers are given the opportunity 
to reflect with teachers on 
improving their instructional 
practices. 
 Successful teachers communicate a 
belief in their students’ ability to 
learn. 
The school’s mission and vision 
communicate a belief in the students 
of Cottonwood Elementary. 
Brown, D. (2002) Effective classroom management is 
needed to increase student 
achievement. 
COMP procedures are used to 
encourage appropriate behavior 
from students. 
SWIS reports are used to identify 
areas to support in regards to 
discipline. 
Structured schedules are in place to 
create an orderly and organized 
environment.   
 Students should be treated with 
respect. 
Respect for students is listed as one 
of the Principal’s Expectations. 
 The curriculum should be 
differentiated so that each child has 
their needs met. 
Data are used to determine the needs 
of each student at Cottonwood. 
Classroom instruction is then 
planned accordingly. 
 Teachers should use higher order 
thinking strategies and focus on 
problem solving with their students. 
Coaches provide workshops and 
PLC meetings on this topic. 
Cottonwood Elementary utilizes the 
services of a Gifted and Talented 
Coach. 
Helm, C. (2007) Teachers should have a positive 
work ethic. 
Teachers at Cottonwood are 
expected to work hard and create a 
positive experience for each child. 
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Table 13 
Professional Community In Practice at Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Professional Community in 
Practice 
Dufour, R., Dufour, R., Eaker, R., & 
Karhanek, G. (2004) 
PLC must exist for quality teaching 
to occur. 
Cottonwood Elementary holds 
STIM meetings once a week. 
 The professional learning 
community must have a shared 
mission and goals. 
The school is committed to 
preparing their students for middle 
school. 
 Teachers must have a commitment 
to improvement. 
Each teacher is committed to 
meeting the school-wide goals. 
Grade levels meet with the 
curriculum coaches to discuss the 
progress teachers have made 
towards their goals. 
Hord, S. (2009) The professional development of 
teachers should be continuous. 
After school workshops designed to 
meet the needs of the grade levels 
are offered throughout the school 
year. 
 Supportive leadership must be in 
place for a professional learning 
community to exist. 
Curriculum coaches are present and 
available to support teachers with 
their curricular needs. 
 PLC groups should be small and 
meet weekly. 
The STIM meetings at Cottonwood 
are made up of 5-7 teachers and 
meet each week. 
 Topics of PLC meetings should be 
specific and focus on curriculum 
issues. 
STIM meetings focus on literacy or 
math curriculum and instruction. 
 PLC meetings should have a focus 
on student data. 
Data grade level meetings occur 
monthly teachers review the data 
and plan accordingly. These 
meetings are recorded on a form and 
given to the administrators.  
Youngs, P., & King, M. (2002) Professional development should be 
specific. 
 
Kruse et al. (1994) A reflective dialogue should be 
present during PLC meetings. 
Grade level chairs are expected to 
facilitate the meeting using 
reflective questions provided to 
them on the Grade Level Meeting 
Report. 
Curry, M., & Killion, J. (2009) Data must be used to determine the 
strengths and weaknesses of 
teachers and grade levels. 
The form used to record the Data 
Grade Level meetings asks for both 
strengths and weaknesses. 
Additionally, a plan must be put in 
place to cover the areas of 
weakness. 
Fullan, M. (2007) Teachers should be able to be data 
literate. 
Teachers are expected to discuss the 
data and growth of their students. 
They are expected to know the 
needs of their students, based on the 
data, and be able to discuss results.  
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Table 14 
Program Coherence In Practice At Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Program Coherence in Practice 
Hughes, G., Copley, L., 
Howley, C., & Meehan, 
M. (2005) 
Alignment of instructional goals and school 
programs 
All programs are tied to literacy and 
math instruction. 
 Logical flow of curriculum and assessments 
from one grade level to the next 
Curriculum coaches oversee the 
assessments for each grade level. 
The teachers strictly follow the 
county curriculum, which prevents 
repetition of skills from one grade 
level to the next. 
 Appropriate pace and rigor to the curriculum to 
reduce the redundancy from one grade level to 
the next 
The teachers are asked to follow 
pacing guides designed specifically 
to teach the curriculum and 
standards. Lesson plans are checked.  
 Professional development activities must be tied 
to school-wide goals. 
Professional development is 
differentiated for the teachers based 
on need. Additionally, all 
professional development is focused 
on literacy and math instruction.  
Newmann, F., Smith, 
B., Allensworth, E., & 
Bryk, A. (2001) 
Instructional framework must be present Teachers are expected to follow the 
county curriculum. Lesson plans are 
checked to ensure objectives taught 
are aligned with the curriculum. 
 Avoid changing goals and assessments 
frequently 
All goals are set at the beginning of 
the year and are communicated to 
teachers. Assessments are planed 
and placed in the Staff Handbook 
before school starts. 
 Staff working conditions must support the 
implementation of the instructional framework 
Teachers are given planning time. 
Teachers meet weekly with their 
grade levels and coaches.  
 Resources must be allocated to advance the 
framework 
Grade levels submit weekly a report, 
which asks for resources needed.  
 Outside support services aligned with school-
wide goals 
Tutors and volunteers follow the 
county curriculum and pacing 
guides. Additionally, support is 
given in literacy and math. 
 Collaboration of staff is necessary Grade level and PLC meetings take 
place weekly. 
 Staff should be expected to implement school-
wide goals 
The school-wide and grade level 
goals are posted throughout the 
building. Teachers meet with the 
coaches and/or administrators to 
discuss assessment results. 
Corallo, C., & 
McDonald, D. H. 
(2002) 
Curriculum and assessment practices are 
coordinated and aligned within the grade levels 
The teachers follow the county 
curriculum and pacing guides. 
Teachers are specifically asked to 
only cover material in the pacing 
guides. 
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Table 15 
Technical Resources In Practice at Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Technical Resources in Practice 
Newmann, F., King, M. & Youngs, 
P. (2000) 
Technical resources include 
improving curricular programs and 
remodeling outdated facilities 
Curriculum coaches and 
administrators stay up to date on the 
latest research regarding 
instructional practices.  
The office at Cottonwood 
Elementary was recently remodeled.  
Additionally, outside agency’s 
donated materials and time to 
landscape the outside of the 
building.  
Newmann, F., Smith, B., 
Allensworth, E., & Bryk, A. (2001) 
Schools must allocate materials, 
equipment, space, time, and staff 
assignments to advance the 
instructional framework 
The Reading First grant was used to 
purchase non-consumable items 
necessary to provide literacy 
instruction. 
Teachers are provided planning 
time. 
Sara Wright uses funds to create 
positions to provide intervention and 
literacy support for struggling 
students. 
Corallo, C., & McDonald, D. H. 
(2002) 
All fiscal resources should be 
combined with school resources. 
Intervention specialist position 
created.  
Reading Recovery position used. 
Combines grant funding with county 
dollars to create positions and 
provide resources. 
Hughes, G., Copley, L., Howley, C., 
& Meehan, M. (2005) 
Technical resources that should be 
provided include: instructional 
materials, computer equipment, 
sufficient workspace 
Curriculum coaches work to provide 
instructional materials requested by 
teachers. 
Teachers have laptops. 
Each classroom is equipped with a 
SMART board and projector.  
The school is equipped with a 
technology lab. 
Each teacher has their own 
classroom or portable with an 
adequate number of desks, tables 
and chairs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 178 
Table 16 
Leadership In Practice at Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Leadership in Practice 
Smith, W., & Andrews, R. (1989) The principal should be a resource 
provider. 
Sara oversaw the distribution and 
acquisition of resources purchased 
with the Reading First grant money. 
Sara asks teachers through her 
weekly newsletter and the grade 
level meeting form to list any 
resources needed. 
 The principal should act as an 
instructional resource. 
Sara provides her staff with articles 
from educational journals. 
Sara stays up to date on the latest 
research and passes on the 
information to her staff.  
Evaluation and feedback is 
emphasized at the school. Teachers 
must have pre and post reflecting 
conferences with their evaluators.  
 The principal should be an effective 
communicator.  
Weekly newsletters are sent to the 
staff. 
Email is used to communicate with 
staff members daily. 
The Staff Handbook communicates 
information to the staff. 
 
 The principal should be a visible 
presence in the school. 
Sara conducts walk-abouts 
throughout the day. 
She visits classrooms more than 
once a day. 
Sara is frequently seen in the halls, 
cafeteria and playground. 
The walk abouts are documented 
each day in the front office. 
Lambert, L. (2006) Characterized effective leaders as 
individuals who strategically think 
about the evolution of school 
improvement in their building. 
Sara is outspoken about the need to 
continuously improve. When goals 
are reached, new ones are created. 
 
Marzano, R., Waters, T., & 
McNulty, B. (2005) 
Transformational leaders have high 
expectations for their followers. 
Teachers at Cottonwood are given 
goals to accomplish each year. Sara 
expects each teacher to meet both 
the grade-level and school-wide 
goals. 
The goals are posted throughout the 
building. 
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Table 17 
Internal Accountability In Practice at Cottonwood Elementary 
Author(s) What does the research say? Internal Accountability in 
Practice 
Elmore, R. (2007) Effective schools have a strong 
internal accountability system. 
Teachers at Cottonwood Elementary 
have high expectations for each 
other and their students. 
Teachers feel a sense of 
responsibility to each other, the 
school, and their administrators. 
 The school has specific 
accountability mechanisms in place. 
Each teacher’s test scores are given 
out at staff meetings. 
Principal/teacher conferences occur 
to discuss goals that have not been 
met. 
Teachers are asked to submit action 
plans when data shows they are not 
making sufficient gains. 
  
As I collected and analyzed the data I was overwhelmed with the evidence pointing to 
the presence of the components of capacity building at Cottonwood Elementary. This study 
supports the research of Newmann et al. (2000). Additionally, the research on capacity building 
was extended by including Elmore’s (2007) definition of internal accountability as a sixth 
component of capacity building. 
Where Do We Go From Here? 
During the data analysis process for this study a few questions arose. Specifically, I 
began to contemplate areas of future study based on the findings in Chapters 4 and 5. The 
following questions could be conversations for future studies and require further examination 
and research. 
Can you build capacity in a school with limited financial resources? 
Cottonwood Elementary received the Reading First Grant beginning in August 2004. 
The federal grant was initially awarded for three years. The school received $250,000 each year 
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the grant was implemented. Though it was originally slated to last only three years, due to the 
success of the school the grant was extended another three years. Over six years the school 
received a total of $1,500,000. Through these funds the school was able to purchases non-
consumable items designed to support the teachers in the area of literacy instruction. The funds 
also supported professional development activities. Teachers were able to attend conferences 
and workshops around the country. Technology was updated. The school received an additional 
coach who focused only on reading support and instruction.  
The question I pondered through out the data collection process was this: Could the 
school have made such significant gains in such a short period of time without the substantial 
monetary support of the Reading First grant? Further research is needed to determine the impact 
of substantial technical resources, such as grant funding, on school reform efforts. 
Would a change in leadership affect the capacity of the school?  
It has been noted in previous chapters the impact Sara has had on the staff, students, and 
school. The question worth examining is this: How much of the identity and success of the 
building is because of Sara’s leadership? Though the capacity of the staff appears to be 
institutionalized and ingrained would the success continue under different leadership? Should 
Sara Wright leave Cottonwood Elementary, I feel it would be beneficial for a similar study to be 
conducted again a few years after her absence. 
Can you classify the stages of capacity building? 
After seven years of strong leadership, differentiated professional development, and a 
focus on effective literacy instruction Cottonwood Elementary has been successful at building 
the capacity of its staff. As I analyzed data and prepared to report my findings, I attempted to 
label, or classify the stage or level of capacity of the school. This led me to ponder the idea of 
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labeling or classifying the stages a school might find themselves in while implementing reform 
and increasing student achievement. An area of future study worth examining is the stages or 
levels of capacity building. Case studies could be conducted at schools in varying stages of their 
reform effort. The findings of these studies might be used to quantify the level of capacity 
building in a school. 
Concluding Thoughts 
Though the body of research on capacity building is growing, there is much to be added 
on how school leaders go about building capacity in order to increase student achievement.  
Fullan (2001) expressed,  
We have an increasingly clear idea of what is required at the building level to achieve 
greater implementation that positively affects student learning.  We need to have more 
case studies of what this looks like at the building level.  More than that, however, we 
need strategies that will increase the number of schools engaged in successful reform 
strategies. (p. 7) 
As I began this study, I was an assistant principal in a school labeled by the NCLB legislation as 
failing. I was motivated, out of concern for my own school, to examine closely what successful 
schools looked like. Specifically, I wanted to know how a failing school could remove 
themselves from the NCLB list. Additionally, I wanted to learn what part the components of 
capacity building played in the school’s success. Though there is no one-way to go about 
turning around a failing school, the readers should take away important points brought forth by 
the study.  
When I began the dissertation process I was struck by the words of Fullan (2007) when 
he expressed, “Assume that lack of capacity is the initial problem and then work on it 
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continuously” (p. 58). I was inspired to find a school that might embody the components he says 
were needed for successful change. Using the work of Newmann et al. (2000) as the theoretical 
framework I sought to examine the construct of capacity building. 
Fullan (2007) urged educators attempting to implement a reform initiative to take the 
idea of building capacity in your staff seriously. He commented: 
I see these ideas as representing initiation or readiness steps prior to the radical 
transformation. Many more people must get familiar with these ideas before we can 
expect breakthroughs, which could come rapidly once we reach a critical mass. So the 
message is not to jump in the deep end, but to work on meaning and capacity building. 
(p. 300) 
The leadership and teachers at Cottonwood Elementary are inspirational in their work ethic, 
devotion to children, and their willingness to push themselves. I took away from this experience 
a renewed hope in the ability of school leaders to lead their staff even under the toughest of 
situations.  
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Appendix A 
Administrator Interview Protocol 
1. What is your education background? 
2. Tell me about your administrative experience? 
3. How old are you?   
4. How long have you been the principal of Cottonwood Elementary? 
5. How did you get to be at Cottonwood Elementary? 
6. When you began at Cottonwood Elementary what was their school improvement status? 
7. What were your immediate goals? 
8. What long-term goals were set?  How did you set the goals?  Who was involved? 
9. How did you establish your mission and vision for the school?  What were they? 
10. Did you have an idea in your head what you wanted them to be? 
11. Fiscally, what was the situation at Cottonwood Elementary when you came on board? 
12.  How did you procure funding for the reform efforts at Cottonwood Elementary? 
13. How do you support the teachers in their growth as professionals? 
14. How did you balance the actual running of the school as well as the reform initiatives in 
the beginning? Now? 
15. What were biggest challenges your first year? What about today? 
16.  How did/do you go about dealing with those challenges? 
17. What is your role when it comes to curriculum and instruction? PLCs? 
18.  Was there ever a time you wanted to throw in the towel?  What happened to make you 
feel that way?  What did you learn from the experience?  How was it resolved? 
19. How have your duties as principal changed over the last 6 years? 
 192 
20. What are your expectations of your staff? Students? Curriculum coach?  
21. If you had it to do all over again would you change anything? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 193 
Appendix B 
Teacher Interview Protocol 
1. How long have you been teaching at Cottonwood Elementary? 
2. What is your highest level of education? 
3. What are the expectations from your administration?  
4. What are your expectations of your administration? Students? Curriculum coach?  
5. How does the school support in your growth as a professional? Describe some of these 
experiences. 
6. Why do you stay? 
7. What are the challenges to teaching here? 
8. What are the strengths of working here? 
9. Do you have what you need to teach? 
10. What has the change process been like for you as a teacher? 
11.  What changes continue to occur? 
12.  How has Cottonwood Elementary changed since you’ve been here: 
a. Discipline 
b. Curriculum 
c. Daily operations of the school? 
13. What is the vision and mission of the school? 
14. What do you do to contribute to those goals? 
15. What is your role when it comes to curriculum and instruction? 
16.  Tell me about how you plan for your lessons. 
17. Tell me about PLCs in this school. 
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18.  How do you teach? 
19.  How is the curriculum coordinated within your grade level? 
20.  How often do you see your administration? Curriculum coach? 
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Appendix C 
Curriculum Coach Interview Protocol 
1. What is your education background? 
2. How long have you been at Cottonwood Elementary? 
3. What are your job responsibilities as curriculum coach? 
4. Do you have what you need to do your job?  
5. How do you support the teachers in their growth as professionals? 
6. When the school began the reform efforts to move off the NCLB list what were your 
major goals? 
7. What was your role with the teachers? Administration? 
8. How has your role changed over the years? 
9. What are the expectations from your administrations? 
10. What are the expectations you have from your administration? Teachers? Students? 
11.  What professional development opportunities do you have? 
12.  What is your role when it comes to curriculum and instruction? 
13.  What is your role in regards to working with students? Teachers? Grade levels?  
14. Tell me about PLCs in this school. 
15. How is the curriculum coordinated across the grade levels? Within the grade levels? 
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Appendix D 
Follow-Up Interview Protocol 
 
1. In your original interview you spoke of a responsibility you felt to the school and your 
students. Can you speak a little more about that topic? 
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Appendix E 
Cottonwood Elementary Behavior Goal Analysis  
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Appendix F 
Cottonwood Elementary Weekly Attendance Analysis
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Appendix G 
Grade Level Assessment Planning Form 
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Appendix H 
Cottonwood Elementary Lesson Plan Summary
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Appendix I 
STIM Agenda
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Appendix J  
Cottonwood Walk-Abouts 2009-2010
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Appendix K 
Administrator Survey Results
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Appendix L 
Guided Reading/Comprehension Levels Summary
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Appendix M 
Cottonwood Elementary Principals’ Expectations of Staff
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